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About the Book

Over the last two hundred years parliament has witnessed and effected dramatic and often turbulent change. Political parties rose – and fell. The old aristocratic order passed away. The vote was won for the working classes and, eventually, for women. The world was torn apart by two extraordinarily bloody global wars. And individual politicians were cheered for their altruism or bravery and jeered for their sexual or financial misdemeanours.

This second volume of Chris Bryant’s majestic Parliament: The Biography has a cast of characters that includes some of British history’s most famous names: the Duke of Wellington, Sir Robert Peel, Gladstone, Disraeli, Lloyd George, Churchill and Thatcher. Its recurring theme is reform and innovation, but it also lays bare an obsessive respect for the past and a dedication to evolution rather than revolution that have left us with a fudged constitution still perilously dependent on custom, convention and gentlemen’s agreements.

This is riveting, flawlessly researched and accessible popular history for anyone with an interest in why modern Britain is the nation it is today.
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Politics, they say, is the art of the possible. In half a century of public and professional life I have not found it so. The limits of the possible constantly shift, and those who ignore them are apt to win in the end. Again and again I have had the satisfaction of seeing the laughable idealism of one generation evolve into the accepted commonplace of the next. But it is from the champions of the impossible rather than the slaves of the possible that evolution draws its creative force.

Barbara Wootton (Baroness Wootton of Abinger), In a World I Never Made
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The thirteenth-century chapel of St Stephen’s had been the very cramped home of the House of Commons since 1548. When work was being done to make room for 100 additional MPs following the Act of Union with Ireland, beautiful medieval murals were discovered, but as fast as the antiquarian John Smith could draw them, the architect, James Wyatt, had them destroyed. This is one of John Smith’s drawings.





WHEN PARLIAMENT GATHERED in January 1801, the House of Commons was still sitting in the thirteenth-century Chapel of St Stephen’s, as it had been since 1547. In an attempt to accommodate the additional one hundred Irish MPs who arrived with the Act of Union, the surveyor-general James Wyatt had been asked to try to cram a few more seats into the chapel, which measured barely 50 feet by 33 (compared to the modern Chamber which, including the public galleries, is 103 feet by 48). Wyatt removed the wainscoting that had been added by the architect and MP Sir Christopher Wren in 1692 and skimmed a couple of feet off the ancient three-foot-thick walls between the buttresses so as to fit in an extra row of benches. These, which had been clad in green morocco leather since 1791, could, at a pinch, take 342, and the larger new side galleries he created could pack in another 150. Yet even after these alterations there was nowhere near enough standing room for the rest of the 658 members, and such was the fug that an ‘air machine’ had been installed in the attic above the false ceiling along with thermometers to monitor conditions. Still there were constant complaints that the Chamber was unhealthy, not least from the journalists whose gallery had been so reduced in the modifications that they had to queue for hours to be sure of finding places. One such, the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge, a reporter for the Morning Post from 1799, complained that the first time he attended the Commons he was there for twenty-five ‘very unpleasant’ hours in a row, that the next time he was there from ten in the morning till four o’clock the next morning, and that in consequence he believed ‘we Newspaper Scribes are true Galley Slaves’ and was determined to ‘give up this newspaper business [as] it is too, too fatiguing’.1

Wyatt’s alterations did more than irritate the press: they involved an extraordinary act of architectural vandalism. While the work on St Stephen’s was being undertaken, the Commons was temporarily housed in another building on the Palace estate, the thirteenth-century Painted Chamber, which had variously served as a royal bedchamber, the Court of Star Chamber and a reception room. When its old tapestries were taken down to allow some redecoration in preparation for the MPs’ arrival, a series of medieval paintings were revealed. Angels, warriors, Latin texts, all in remarkably good condition, covered every inch of the walls. Unimpressed, Wyatt had the priceless works of art whitewashed over, to the utter chagrin of the Society of Antiquaries. When he came to start work on the Chapel of St Stephen’s, the removal of Wren’s panelling revealed another series of bright, unvarnished medieval paintings. There were murals of a medieval woman kneeling in prayer, a king in procession, a couple of knights named Eustace and Mercure, two young men carrying a thurible and a taper, and a representation of the adoration of the shepherds. These too were in good condition and covered in gilt, but Wyatt remained unmoved. The antiquarian John Carter, who had been so desperate to preserve whatever was left of the original Gothic building that he had previously scrabbled around under the Commons benches to record every detail and wrote 212 pieces attacking Wyatt in the press, was barred entry as the work went on. A colleague, John Smith, was allowed in, though – and he had to sketch fast, as ‘the workmen very often followed him so close in their operations, as to remove, in the course of the same day on which he had made his drawing, the painting which he had been employed in copying that very morning’.2 In all, Smith reckoned that 122 medieval artworks were destroyed.

Subsequent parliamentary architects called Wyatt a ‘destroyer’, and Augustus Pugin referred to him as a ‘monster of architectural depravity’;3 but, as the first volume of this two-part history of parliament sought to show, an overly sentimental approach to Britain’s history has seriously misled many commentators – and so it has been in this case too. The artworks were not by the Old Master Jan Van Eyck, as used to be claimed, and unless they had been extracted from the chapel and preserved elsewhere, they would certainly have been destroyed by fire in 1834 or by bombs in the Second World War. Yet a central theme of these two volumes is that we cannot fully comprehend our modern system of governance – a hereditary monarchy prevented from acting arbitrarily by the will and wilfulness of parliament – without understanding the path we travelled to get here. What lies beneath, what has been whitewashed over and what has been discarded as political or philosophical fashion has changed: all this is part of what gives a modern constitution its lustrous patina.

The first volume, Ancestral Voices, started with the teenage Mauger le Vavasour coming to Westminster in 1258 and ended with the 1801 Act of Union. That history rarely, if ever, proceeded on a straight path: for every positive medieval, Tudor or Stuart parliamentary innovation there was a reversal. The decisions of the parliament of 1376, for instance, were thought so significant that it was ever thereafter known as the ‘Good Parliament’, yet they were entirely reversed the following year. Many of the MPs and peers who voted for Edward VI’s Protestant religion also voted just a few years later for a return to the old Catholic faith under Mary. The civil wars saw a period of exceptional constitutional turbulence in the three kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland; and even when people might have thought that the constitution had reached a permanent settlement, after the restoration of the monarchy in 1660, after the Glorious Revolution in 1688 or after the arrival of the Hanoverians in 1714, there were new battles over religion and the respective powers of the monarch and parliament. Fixed parts of the much-vaunted canon of British freedoms, including habeas corpus, the right to a fair trial, free elections and freedom of speech, were regularly rescinded or ignored.

The history of the two centuries covered by this volume (up to the fall of Mrs Thatcher) may seem more familiar to readers. By 1801, several of the features of today’s constitution, including political parties, the Prime Minister, the Cabinet and term limits for parliaments, were already part of the furniture. The premiers covered here – the duke of Wellington, Earl Grey, Sir Robert Peel, William Ewart Gladstone, Benjamin Disraeli, the marquess of Salisbury, David Lloyd George, Winston Churchill – are far better known than most of their eighteenth-century predecessors. Yet many of the themes of volume 1 recur: the significance of chance, hazard and the caprice of history; the role of personal predilections, antipathies and tragedies in shaping events; the never-ending cycles of reaction and reform, of experiment and improvisation; the humanity and weakness of many of the protagonists, including the heroic ones; and the extraordinary effectiveness of many a now-forgotten individual bishop, lord or MP.

Some elements of this volume’s story, though, are quite different. In 1801 the vast majority of the population was excluded from voting, and many politicians considered ‘democracy’ a menace outranked in villainy only by those other French innovations, revolution and Napoleon. Yet as the landed aristocracy, who once equally dominated the Commons, the lords temporal and the lords spiritual, slowly departed the scene (or were evicted from it), so the businessmen, the financiers, the merchants, the teachers, the miners, the labourers and the nurses came into their own. As the formal powers of the crown diminished, so the parliamentary grip of its proxy, the government, strengthened. The press became the Fourth Estate, private lives became public, working men and women got the vote, parliament surrendered its sinews to the demands of total war, the roar of faith subsided down the beach, the struggles for home rule and devolution bore bloody and limited fruit, and women finally made the journey from the seats in the Strangers’ Gallery to the green and red Treasury benches of the Commons and the Lords. This volume charts that passage in both chronological and thematic chapters.

There is one theme above all others that fascinates every politician (apart perhaps from the exceptionally venal, of whom a number feature in this volume). Some call themselves reformers; others declare their desire to change the world or at least make a mark. All urge the bells to chime ‘ring out the old, ring in the new’. But the art throughout these two centuries has been to fashion the new without whitewashing over or destroying the best of the old, and to respond to immediate crises without creating hostages to future fortune. Swift innovators when it came to the industrial revolution, we in these isles have tended to be far slower adopters of political innovation. An obsessive respect for the past and a dedication to constitutional evolution rather than revolution has led to piecemeal reform and a fudged constitution perilously dependent on custom, convention and gentlemen’s agreements.

The question is whether, like Wyatt, the United Kingdom has in every generation been too indifferent to ancient freedoms, too blind to historic truth, too deaf to ancestral voices; or whether we have just been too lazy, cowardly, patient or politically pedestrian to build or vote for something better.
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1

The Voice of a Nation



[image: image]
The early nineteenth-century campaign for parliamentary reform sharply divided the country. Here King William IV, surrounded by Whig and Radical politicians, looks down benignly as Britannia slays the dragon of the ‘old corruption’ and the Tories are put to flight.





AT A QUARTER past five on the afternoon of Monday, 11 May 1812 the diminutive, balding Prime Minister walked into the ante-room of the thirteenth-century chapel of St Stephen’s, which since 1547 had served as the lobby and Chamber of the House of Commons. The lobby was busy, full of lawyers, merchants and shippers gathered for the opening of an inquiry into the government’s controversial Orders in Council of 1807 which, designed to enforce a naval blockade on Napoleon Bonaparte’s France, had led to a worldwide trade crisis. There were MPs too, of course. The anti-slavery members William Smith and Francis Phillips were about to join the debate, and the pro-slavery Liverpool member General Isaac Gascoyne was in the committee room above the lobby. The Prime Minister was late. In the Chamber the excitable Scottish MP for Camelford, Henry Brougham, had angrily demanded why he was not present, and the chairman of the session, the earnest Christian philanthropist MP for Leicester, Thomas Babington, had sent urgently to Downing Street for him. But Spencer Perceval seemed relaxed when he finally arrived, laughing and chatting, dressed smartly in a blue jacket, white waistcoat and charcoal trousers. His penalty for tardiness was a severe one, for if he had been on time he might never have come across John Bellingham, a 41-year-old heavily indebted former employee of the East India Company who nursed a grievance against the government and lay in wait for him, armed with two nine-shilling pistols. As Perceval made his way to the Chamber, Bellingham, who had spent weeks mastering the layout of the building, got as close as he could before drawing a pistol, thrusting it into Perceval’s chest and firing. The Prime Minister slumped to the floor at Smith’s feet, gasping, ‘Murder, oh, murder!’ In the ensuing pandemonium Bellingham was seized while Smith and Phillips carried Perceval into an adjacent room, where he died in Phillips’ arms. The Commons acted swiftly. Just a week after the murder Bellingham, who had unsuccessfully pleaded insanity, was executed. Barring the assassination of the proto-Prime Minister Buckingham in 1628, Perceval’s murder remains unique in British history.fn1

Perceval was killed at the height of his powers. The impoverished seventh son of an Irish earl,fn2 he had first entered parliament in 1796 as MP for Northampton, and joined the Cabinet as Solicitor-General and then Attorney-General between 1801 and 1806. When the Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger had died at the end of January 1806 (after nearly two decades as premier, with just a brief hiatus between 1801 and 1804) everyone had expected the Home Secretary, Robert Jenkinson, the 2nd Lord Hawkesbury, to take over; but when Hawkesbury was offered the premiership by George III he declined it, telling his sister-in-law that after a mere two hours of thinking about it he knew he did not have the courage to go on. The king reluctantly turned to Pitt’s cousin and former Foreign Secretary William, Lord Grenville, who had resigned with Pitt in 1801 when the king refused to countenance Catholic emancipation. Conscious that the country was tired of the old Pitt team, Grenville now led a new ‘Ministry of All the Talents’, which included the pedestrian Henry Addington, Viscount Sidmouth (who had filled the Pitt interregnum as Prime Minister from 1801 to 1804), and Pitt’s sparring partner Charles James Fox, but not Perceval. The ministry gained twenty-five seats in an autumn election in 1806 and secured the abolition of the transatlantic slave trade (although not yet slavery itself), but itself came to an end when Grenville’s proposal to make Catholics eligible for commissions in the army up to the rank of general was turned down by the king and Grenville again resigned.

In the new ministry of Pittites brought together under yet another former premier, the veteran of 1783, the 3rd duke of Portland, Perceval was Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader in the Commons (with 10 Downing Street as his official residencefn3), and when Portland stepped down in 1809 following a severe stroke, a stand-off between Perceval and the Foreign Secretary George Canning led to the Cabinet resolving that their opponents, Grenville and Charles Grey, be asked to join a larger administration. When the two Gs refused even to discuss the matter, the Cabinet moved to Plan B, recommending that Perceval take over, which he did on 4 October 1809, together with a band of new ministers, many of them young and untried.

He had already accumulated problems. Just one of his new Cabinet members was an MP – Richard Ryder, the Home Secretary – and, having failed to persuade anyone else to take on the post, Perceval himself had to remain as Chancellor of the Exchequer. The 1809 session of parliament had been difficult enough, as on 20 January Colonel Gwyllym Wardle had tabled a resolution that was deeply critical of the king’s second son, Frederick, the duke of York, who was commander-in-chief of the army. Wardle had then alleged that one of the duke’s mistresses, Mrs Mary Clarke, had sold commissions in the army, and that the duke had profited from this corrupt trade. The ensuing parliamentary inquiry had lasted twelve titillating days, including risqué evidence from Mrs Clarke; Wardle had triumphed when the duke was forced to resign, and for much of the summer the colonel was the toast of every radical coffee-house. But Wardle’s fame soon turned to notoriety when a separate court case revealed that he had actually bought Mrs Clarke’s evidence, and he collapsed into debt. Then another minister, the War Secretary, Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh,fn4 came under attack both verbally, from radical MPs over his conduct of the Peninsular War, and physically, from his own Cabinet colleague George Canning, with whom he fought a duel on Putney Heath on 21 September. Such was the outrage at this flagrant breach of the law that both men resigned.

So when the 1810 session opened, Perceval had to field a ferocious attack from the wealthy radical baronet Sir Francis Burdett over the failure of the Walcheren expeditionfn5 with both a new Foreign Secretary and a new War Secretary. Charles Yorke, the MP for St Germans, robustly defended the expedition in the Commons and successfully ensured that the debate was conducted in secret (gaining himself by way of reward the £2,700 p.a. post of Teller of the Exchequer in February and then the even more lucrative first lordship of the Admiralty three months later). This so incensed Burdett that he condemned the secret sessions, demanded that Wellington’s annuity be stopped, attacked the arrest of the publisher John Gale Jones for breach of parliamentary privilege and rushed into print in William Cobbett’s Political Register with an attack on the House’s abuse of its own privilege. This in turn infuriated the Commons, whose Tory Speaker, Charles Abbott, attempted to have Burdett arrested. He, however, barricaded himself into his house at 78 Piccadilly on 6 April as supportive crowds gathered outside. It was not until the ninth that troops managed to force their way in and he was carted off to the Tower, from which a national outcry (and the prorogation of parliament, beyond which the Commons had no power of arrest or imprisonment) ensured his release in the summer. So anxious was the government about social unrest at this time that despite Burdett’s manifest contempt for the Speaker’s arrest warrant he was not excluded from the House and continued to irritate the government throughout the autumn.

All this would have left Perceval vulnerable had it not been for divisions on the opposition benches. For Grey and Grenville despised Burdett’s demagoguery and fell out with Charles James Fox’s successor as leader of the Whigs in the Commons, Samuel Whitbread. Even more importantly, the longstanding alliance of Whigs with the king’s profligate and estranged son, the Prince of Wales, had soured somewhat, so when George III subsided into his final bout of insanity in late 1810 Perceval was happy to hand the regency over to the prince in February 1811 without fear of being turned out of office in favour of the younger George’s old ally Grenville. Indeed, when the Foreign Secretary – another Anglo-Irishman, Richard, Marquess Wellesleyfn6 – made a stand in favour of Catholic relief at the start of 1812, a position that might once have endeared him to the prince rather than his father the king, Perceval was easily able to replace him with a rehabilitated Castlereagh. It was clear that Perceval enjoyed both a stable majority in parliament and solid support from the palace. And then, just as the war was beginning to turn, he was shot dead.

Virtually every aspect of the regency parliament, including the buildings (apart from a new Palladian frontage added by James Wyatt in 1799), the procedures, the electoral system, the religious requirements and the type of person elected, would have been instantly recognizable not just to William Pitt the Younger, but even to his father and his father before him – and it was not just the longevity of George III (the first monarch since Edward III to reach a golden jubilee) that helped preserve the institution in aspic. The Commons Chamber, which had already felt full in the reign of Elizabeth I, when there were just 310 members, was now extremely crowded, with 45 MPs for Scotland and 100 for Ireland (since the two Acts of Union), plus two each for Oxford and Cambridge universities, as well as the 92 knights of the shires and 417 burgesses representing the towns and villages for England and Wales – 658 in all. As with many institutions that have grown by steady accretion, there was little coherence to the electoral system. Since 1430 the law had stipulated that only those who held land that could bring in an annual rent of forty shillings or more – of whom there were some 190,000 in the early 1800s – could vote in county elections for the knights of the shire. But there was no uniform franchise for the borough seats. In some the electorate consisted of all the freemen of the borough; in others you had to pay scot and lot,fn7 or hold a burgage tenement,fn8 or be a member of the borough corporation, or be a forty-shilling freeholder to qualify as a voter. Yet other seats were known as ‘potwalloper’ boroughs, where you could vote if you were a householder, defined as a man with a hearth on which to boil a pot. Only the Irish MPs felt like much of an innovation – and the same was true in the Lords, which from 1801 sat in the Lesser Hall, formerly the Court of Requests. Centuries of evolving tradition and precedent had resulted in an upper house that now consisted of the twenty-six English and Welsh bishops, who sat for life and could not retire; one Irish archbishop and three bishops, who were chosen in rotation from among the larger number and changed each session; sixteen ‘representative peers’ elected from among the Scottish nobility at the start of each parliament; twenty-eight Irish peers, elected for life; and a host of dukes, marquesses, viscounts, earls and barons, whose number grew by 209 between 1776 and 1831. In total, the Lords had 334 members in 1801.

True, the undercurrents of religious dissent had brought a new kind of member into the Commons. In the old days Tories had been ardent Anglicans or Scottish Episcopalians (with a few undeclared Catholics for leavening) and Whigs had been avowedly anti-Catholic supporters of the established Protestant church (with a few taciturn supporters of dissenting chapel-goers). The Test Acts still stipulated that all MPs had to take an oath of allegiance to the Protestant faith as established by law. But by the time of the French Revolution the Church of England, debilitated by successive generations of weak and ineffectual bishops, was facing a crisis of faith and the monolith of British confessional politics had split. As early as the 1730s the Welsh MP John Philips, whose son-in-law was the revivalist preacher Griffith Jones, was actively supporting the Wesley brothers and George Whitefield in their ‘methodist’ lifestyle at Oxford, and by the 1780s John and Charles Wesley were busily converting a large part of the Church of England to their cause. Several MPs and peers were inspired by them, the former including Samuel Gumley and Richard Hill, the ‘upright, disinterested and honest’ heir to the Tory family estate of Hawkestone, who regularly attracted ridicule in the Commons for his evangelism, declaring, for instance, in a debate on America at the end of Lord North’s administration that if the nation wished to be saved, it should turn to Jehovah ‘and appease his wrath’. James Adair was buried in the dissenter graveyard at Bunhill Fields, and the radical anti-corruption campaigner Frederick Bull was a Baptist.

Even more outré, to the conventional Anglican mind, were the Unitarians, who, contrary to the law of the land, denied the doctrine of the Trinity.1 They too attracted a sprinkling of politicians, including Sir Francis Dashwood, who in addition to forming the Hellfire Club and drafting an abbreviated version of the Book of Common Prayer with Benjamin Franklin, helped build the Unitarians’ first chapel in Essex Street off the Strand; and Thomas Brand Hollis, who purchased the seat of Hindon in 1774 only to find his ‘election’ overturned and himself convicted, fined and jailed for six months. Brand Hollis’s subsequent membership of the Society for Constitutional Information and the Revolution Society, and his campaigns for annual elections, equal districts and universal male suffrage, undoubtedly owed much to his religious nonconformity. Also among the supporters of the Essex Street chapel were John Lee, an immensely partisan Solicitor-General in the marquess of Rockingham’s second administration in 1782, whose motto was ‘never speak well of a political enemy’,2 James Martin, the independently minded MP for Tewkesbury,fn9 whose family ran the Grasshopper bank, and, even more surprisingly, the Prime Minister, the duke of Grafton. The embodiment of this spirit of standalone independence on all fronts, religious, constitutional and political, was another Essex Street adherent, the eminent Cornish barrister John Glynn, who sat for nearly eleven years for Middlesex alongside his client John Wilkes. The freedom of the press, the rights of juries, the administration of justice, American independence: these were his ideological stomping ground, as indeed they were Wilkes’s – although Wilkes mischievously told George III: ‘Sir, [Glynn] was my counsel – one must have a counsel; but he was no friend; he loves sedition and licentiousness, which I never delighted in. In fact, Sir, he was a Wilkite, which I never was.’3 In a nation governed according to the rites and theology of the established churches of England, Scotland and Ireland, these dissenters were making not just a private declaration of preference, but a very public and ultimately political declaration of allegiance.

Within the Anglican fold, there were the evangelical MPs, too: the likes of Walter Spencer Stanhope, who was first elected in 1775 and remained in parliament until 1812; the Scottish jurist Sir James Mackintosh, who notably defended the French Revolution; Edward Eliot, a minister in Pitt’s government from 1783 until his death in 1797; Sir Charles Middleton, a naval commander who turned against the slave trade; Charles Grant; the three Thornton brothers, Henry, Samuel and Robert; the brewer Thomas Buxton, who secured the abolition of the death penalty for forgery; and, most famously, William Wilberforce, who did not experience his personal conversion until 1785 (by which time he had already been an MP for five years) and who went on to be the brightest of lights around whom a whole range of campaigns coalesced. Wilberforce tends to get the attention, but this ‘Clapham Sect’ of ‘Saints’ was a tight-knit and well-connected group. Wilberforce was cousin to the three Thornton brothers, Eliot was brother to the earl of St Germans and brother-in-law to Pitt the Younger, and the group had the support of the abolitionist turn-of-the-century bishop of London, Beilby Porteous. These were men for whom independence of mind was not just a personality trait or a political posture but a religious imperative. In debate after debate their zeal was to act as a catalyst for others in the mainstream parties. Sometimes their battles were overtly religious (as in Henry Hoghton’s Bill for relief for Protestant dissenters in 1779, or the regular attempts to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts), but often they were ethical (opposition to flogging in the armed forces, or the campaigns for penal reform and the abolition of slavery). Sometimes the piety would grate, and often their political aloofness would infuriate. Witness Robert Thornton’s explanation of why he (unlike his two brothers) could not support Grey’s parliamentary reform Bill in 1797: ‘He would not say that some reform was not requisite; but these were unfriendly times for reformation. In a few years, he hoped it would be otherwise; but when a House was on fire, a man should think only of extinguishing it.’4 One can imagine Grey slapping his forehead with disdain (and we know that when Robert got into financial and legal troubles later his brother Henry was mightily upset, considering ‘so many prayers have been sent up to the throne of God [on his behalf] and [he] was himself so abundantly furnished with religious instruction’).5 But what the evangelicals gave the pragmatists in parliament was the edge to slice through cynicism, an edge that was to prove vital in securing reform. Typical of their messianic energy was one exchange between Thornton and Wilberforce immediately after the abolition of slavery:

‘Well, Henry, what shall we abolish next?’

‘The lottery, I think.’6

Parliament itself, though, was profoundly resistant to change. The vast majority of MPs still took little interest in their constituents. Indeed, Edmund Burke attempted to make a virtue of such detachment. Having been bumped from his original seat of Wendover for the 1774 election, Burke focused his attentions on Britain’s second port, Bristol, where there was a far more open contest. By the time he was nominated, polling had already started, with the radical Henry Cruger vying with two establishment candidates, Matthew Brickdale and Robert Nugent, earl of Clare; yet, despite Cruger’s hesitation at running on a joint ticket with Burke, the two won. An elated but cautious Burke thereupon expounded his great theory of parliamentary representation to the electorate:

It ought to be the happiness and glory of a representative to live in the strictest union, the closest correspondence, and the most unreserved communication with his constituents. Their wishes ought to have great weight with him; their opinion, high respect; their business, unremitted attention. It is his duty to sacrifice his repose, his pleasures, his satisfactions, to theirs; and above all, ever, and in all cases, to prefer their interest to his own. But his unbiased opinion, his mature judgment, his enlightened conscience, he ought not to sacrifice to you, to any man, or to any set of men living … Your representative owes you, not his industry only, but his judgment; and he betrays, instead of serving you, if he sacrifices it to your opinion.7

Whatever his new constituents thought of this at the time, Burke wrote to Rockingham the following year that an annual ‘complimentary’ visit to the constituency was necessary even in quiet times; but in 1780, just as the election was starting, he had to explain away a four-year absence. As he put it:

To pass from the toils of a session to the toils of a canvass, is the furthest thing in the world from repose. I could hardly serve you as I have done, and court you too … My canvass of you was not on the ’Change nor in the county meetings nor in the clubs of this city: it was in the House of Commons; it was at the Custom House; it was at the Council; it was at the Treasury; it was at the Admiralty.8

As always with Burke, the phrases were good; but his absence and his hauteur did him no favours. Having come second in 1774 with 2,707 votes, in 1780 he came a distant fifth with just 18.

Constituencies, it is true, had often tried to rein in their MPs in previous decades, indeed centuries. Boroughs in particular had expected that the issues they valued would be addressed by their members, and in several cases MPs provided written reports of what they had been up to on behalf of their towns. Yet even Burke’s declaration set a high threshold for parliamentary representation – a threshold not many MPs would have passed. Many had no constituents to speak of. Pitt the Elder, for instance, sat for Old Sarum, a burgage franchise seat which had returned two members ever since the days of Edward II. Since the cathedral town had moved to New Sarum (Salisbury) many centuries earlier, the only ‘voters’ were those people nominated to the qualifying tenancies by the owner of the seat, none other than Pitt’s father, Thomas Pitt, Lord Camelford. Dunwich in Suffolk had never had a cathedral, but had at least been a thriving port until half its houses fell into the sea, leaving it with a population of 232. Here too, though, it was not resident constituents who chose the two MPs, as the franchise was limited to the borough’s freemen, whose numbers could be supplemented by non-residents – as in 1670, when an additional 500 outsiders were dubiously granted freeman-ship. The Commons eventually took action against such overt rigging of the franchise by limiting the number of freemen to thirty-two, but by the middle of the eighteenth century eight each were appointed by Miles Barne and Joshua Vanneck, so between them they could guarantee that a Barne sat from 1764 to 1832 and a Vanneck from 1768 to 1819. Likewise, Fowey in Cornwall had sent MPs to Westminster since 1571, but under its peculiar arrangements the vote lay with those three hundred or so tenants who paid scot and lot, a list that was determined by the Rashleigh family (who sent seven men to the Commons for Fowey between 1588 and 1818) and that of the earl of Mount Edgcumbe, who accommodated their friends as much as their own kin. Cornwall, indeed, was the sans pareil in matters rotten, returning forty-two borough members in 1802, thirty-two of them for seats which since their enfranchisement under the Tudors had always had tiny populations.

Elections were often even less edifying when the constituents did get a look-in, as vying candidates bought votes with utter sangfroid. In 1770 it was discovered that eighty-one enfranchised electors in New Shoreham had set themselves up as a ‘Christian Society’ and sold their votes to the highest bidder. Since Thomas Rumbold came top of the poll with eighty-seven votes, it was clear that this was wholesale corruption; the franchise was changed and the seat enlarged. The same happened in Cricklade in 1782. The case of another borough, Grampound in Cornwall, shows quite how endemic was such electoral malfeasance. The franchise fell to the freemen who paid scot and lot, but the list of freemen was determined entirely by the corporation, consisting of a mayor and eight aldermen, and they owed their allegiance to Edward Eliot MP, the receiver-general for Cornwall, who in turn happily charged the government up to £3,000 apiece for Grampound’s two seats in each general election between 1761 and 1784. From 1796 onwards, though, this cosy arrangement fell apart, and instead of following the Eliot line the freemen effectively put their votes up for sale to the highest bidder. When they openly boasted of receiving three hundred guineas apiece in 1818, an inquiry led to criminal convictions for the ‘borough-monger’ Sir Manasseh Lopes and twenty-three electors. Yet even then, successive attempts at a Bill to disenfranchise Grampound, led by Lord John Russell,fn10 were rebuffed before it was finally abolished in 1821 and its seats given to Yorkshire.

In other words, the problem was not just one of members’ aloofness from those they represented; the very system was rotten. And attempts to change it met stubborn opposition. In April 1785 Pitt had introduced a modest Bill for piecemeal reform of thirty-six small boroughs and the redistribution of their seats among the counties and London, but it was defeated by a majority of seventy-four. Later attempts at reform launched in 1793 and 1797 by James Maitland, 8th earl of Lauderdale, and Charles Grey, while still an MP, failed by even larger margins of 200 and 150. And when Burdett tabled a motion on 15 June 1809 in favour of universal taxpayer suffrage and equalized constituencies he had the support of just fourteen MPs. Some measures aimed at penal or parliamentary reform did manage to scrape through. Pitt ended the king’s election-time grants, and in 1809 a Bill proposed by the Carlisle MP John Curwen outlawed the sale of parliamentary seats. But the Commons was scarcely representative, let alone democratic.

By the time Perceval was succeeded by Lord Liverpool, though, there was a small band of campaigners as zealous for reform of the constitution as Wilberforce was for God. At the courageous forefront of these was Burdett, whose closest ally was the Scottish naval hero of the Napoleonic Wars, Lord Thomas Cochrane. The son of the impoverished and eccentric earl of Dundonald, Cochrane initially got himself elected at Honiton at the second time of asking in 1806 by paying the 124 voters ten guineas each but went on to win the 1807 Westminster election alongside Burdett. A regular at Burdett’s meetings for constitutional reform, in keeping with the wildcat style of his naval career he was the only MP to speak against Burdett’s arrest in 1810 and offered to prevent it by mining his house with gunpowder. In January 1812, when Burdett came forth with yet another scheme for reform, he was the only MP to support it. There were other constitutional zealots. Thomas Brand tabled a scheme for reform in 1810 and attracted 115 votes against the government’s 234; Thomas Creevey, the illegitimate son of a careless nobleman, advocated reform in the interests of saving government money; George ‘Citizen’ Tierney, who was elected in Southwark in 1796 under the banner ‘peace and reform against war and corruption’, lent Whig support to Burdett’s regular motions for reform as leader of the opposition between 1816 and 1819; Samuel Whitbread pushed for parliamentary as well as economic reform; Henry Brougham, the Scottish co-founder of the radical Edinburgh Review, made constitutional reform the centrepiece of his political argument; and Grey, the primum mobile of reform in the 1790s, remained committed. These men regularly attended dinners and meetings to discuss reform at the Crown and Anchor, in Arundel Street by the Strand, though there were often sharp divisions among them, especially between those who urged greater ambition or moderation. For instance, Burdett seems to have loathed and distrusted Whitbread, calling him a ‘wealthy brewer who, disappointed of a job, takes in consequence the independent line and bawls out against corruption’;9 and Tierney said of Burdett that he was ‘a political seagull, screaming, and screeching and sputtering about foul weather which never arrived’.10 Nevertheless, with the extra-parliamentary support of William Cobbett, busy publishing searing analyses of the political scene and a daily record of events in the Commons, and Major John Cartwright, elder brother of the inventor of the steam power loom, whose first work on reform, Take Your Choice, appeared in 1776,fn11 they had a vehicle for the reform movement and people to drive it.

It is easy to see why some people were opposed to reform, for the system of ‘pocket’ and ‘rotten’ boroughs could be amazingly convenient. Of the prime ministers who sat in the unreformed Commons, Robert Walpole sat for Castle Rising, Henry Pelham for Aldborough and Bamber, Pitt the Elder for Aldborough, Pitt the Younger for Appleby, Canning for Newport on the Isle of Wight and Wendover – all of them purchasable boroughs. At one point Newport on the Isle of Wight was represented by two future prime ministers of Anglo-Irish stock: Arthur Wellesley, later duke of Wellington (whose Commons career embraced Rye, Mitchell and a string of safe Irish seats) and Henry Temple, Viscount Palmerston, who also took advantage of the kindness of Bletchingley and Boroughbridge. Other senior political players readily found commodious berths in several of these seats. Henry Fox and his son George sat simultaneously for Hindon in the 1730s; apart from periods as an Irish MP, Castlereagh needed Tregony in 1794–6, Orford in 1796–7, Boroughbridge in 1806, Plympton Erle from 1806 to 1812, Clitheroe in 1812 and Orford again from 1821 until his death; Nicholas Vansittart, a longstanding Chancellor of the Exchequer, briefly sat for Old Sarum and then East Grinstead; and Grey’s and Melbourne’s Chancellor of the Exchequer John Spencer, Viscount Althorp, found his first seat in Okehampton. Even the reformers were not above taking advantage of the system. Burdett, Sheridan, Tierney, Romilly, Brougham: all sat for borough seats that were eventually abolished, and Thomas Creevey was the sitting member for Downton when it was removed.

So the rotten and pocket boroughs were just part of the system. They greased the political wheels by allowing would-be parliamentarians to start their careers and those already established to continue should one set of voters inconveniently reject them. It also gave the crown a significant advantage, which under George III and during the Regency meant perpetuating an expressly Tory government.

What finally provided the impetus for reform? First, a rising tide of national disaffection with the government throughout the long, fifteen-year term in office (1812–27) of Robert Jenkinson, the 2nd earl of Liverpool. In later years Liverpool would be described by Disraeli as an ‘arch-mediocrity’, but this was unfair. Liverpool himself was not particularly the problem. Many thought him unobjectionable and insipid – but then, that was precisely why he secured the premiership, as it enabled him to bind together far stronger personalities. The worst his opponent Cobbett could do was ridicule him as Lord Picknose, recounting that he knew ‘a Prime Minister who picks his nose and regales himself with the contents’.11 In similar vein it was rumoured that a Frenchman said Liverpool was so opposed to change that if he had been present at the creation he would have said ‘conservons-nous le chaos’12 – but then, the whole tenor of his premiership was deliberately conservative (a term first coined by the rebarbative Irish MP John Wilson Croker in an article in the Quarterly Review in 1830). Others complained, when he first refused the premiership and accepted the well-rewarded sinecure of Warden of the Cinque Ports instead, that ‘the Jenkinson craving disposition will revolt the whole country’.13

More to the point was that Liverpool’s period saw not just the successful completion of the Peninsular War and the defeat of Napoleon, but severe hardship in the country, thanks to a trade crisis and prolonged economic depression, which politicized a whole new class of workers. In 1811 the Luddites started smashing up the textile machines that they thought were depriving them of work in Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, and in 1812 there were riots in Sheffield. In 1815 the government prohibited imports of corn until the price should rise above eighty shillings a quarter; following this measure and the subsequent bad harvest, in June 1816 there was a renewed bout of machine-breaking in Loughborough and agricultural workers went on a rampage across middle England – just as Henry Hunt, a friend of Burdett, who had tried to get elected in Bristol, started making a series of tub-thumping speeches in the Spa Fields in London, earning himself the derisive nickname of ‘Orator’. Wilberforce wrote from a committee room in the Commons that ‘the blasphemous songs and papers of the seditious will disgust all who have any religion, or any decency,’14 and quietly urged his family to ‘pray in earnest against sedition, privy conspiracy and rebellion’, but the government’s reaction was coercive. Machine-breaking was made a capital offence and seventeen men were executed in January 1813; the Combinations Act of 1801 was enforced against outlawed trade unions; and printers and publishers were arrested. Then, on 28 January 1817, Cochrane marched on the state opening of parliament with some 20,000 petitioners for reform and on the same day the Prince Regent’s carriage was attacked en route back to the Palace. The government panicked. Home Secretary Sidmouth claimed in the Lords that the national danger had only been revealed by spies who could not appear openly in court; so habeas corpus was suspended on 3 March 1817 and yet another Treason Act and a Seditious Meetings Act were hurried on to the statute book.

The climax of all these disturbances came on 16 August 1819, when Hunt was invited by the Patriotic Union Society to speak at a meeting in St Peter’s Fields in Manchester (a city which still had no parliamentary representation beyond the two Lancashire MPs), called expressly to consider how the people of the city could elect themselves an MP. It was less his (undelivered) speech than the authorities’ reaction to the prospect of it that helped stir the parliamentary reformers into action, for the ensuing ‘Peterloo massacre’, which saw fifteen people killed and at least 400 injured, was widely blamed on the troops who were sent in to arrest Hunt, and the swift repression of the meeting comprehensively confirmed the Liverpool administration’s reputation for authoritarianism. Despite widespread public revulsion, the Manchester authorities were exonerated and the organizers of the event imprisoned for sedition, Hunt getting thirty months. On parliament’s reassembly that November, Sidmouth resorted yet again to the statute book with six more acts banning any gathering of more than fifty people and tightening the law on publications. When the one true conspiracy of the period, a plot to blow up the whole Cabinet and murder the new King George IV at dinner at Lord Harrowby’s Grosvenor Square House (known as the Cato Street Conspiracy after the street off the Edgware Road where it was plotted), was discovered in February 1820, Sidmouth felt his actions had been amply justified.

Such draconian measures did not pass through parliament unchallenged. The poet Byron was particularly eloquent, defending the Luddites in his maiden speech in the Lords in 1812: ‘Nothing but absolute want could have driven a large and once honest and industrious body of the people into the commission of excesses so hazardous to themselves, their families and their community,’ he began. ‘You may call the people a mob, but do not forget that a mob too often speaks the sentiments of the people,’ he went on. ‘Is there not blood enough upon your penal code, that more must be poured forth to ascend to heaven and testify against you? How will you carry this bill into effect? Can you commit a whole county to their own prisons? Will you erect a gibbet in every field and hang up men like scarecrows?’15

The second determining factor was a split within Tory ranks. The first crack had come with a significant Tory rebellion in 1816 over tax. Pitt had introduced income tax in December 1798 to pay for the war with France; Addington had repealed it in 1802, and then reinstated it in 1803 when war recommenced. With victory at Waterloo came an eager national expectation that wartime taxation would be repealed, and although the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Nicholas Vansittart, urged the need to retain it to meet the burgeoning national debt, some eighty MPs from the government benches joined the Whigs in overthrowing it by thirty-seven votes on 18 March 1816. Then, later that year, George Canning, who had been languishing in a minor ambassadorial post, was admitted to the Cabinet – notwithstanding his ‘pro-Catholic’ views – to be followed in 1819 by the war hero Arthur Wellesley, now duke of Wellington. At first there was the kind of intra-party harmony that only a national crisis can produce. For all their differences, Liverpool, Canning and Wellington formed a single phalanx. But when the general election necessitated by the death of George III on 29 January 1820 produced Whig gains, and when the new king’s Bill of Pains and Penalties (by which he sought to divorce Queen Caroline, who was as popular with the country as she was unpopular with him) unravelled to shocking effect, the divisions opened up. Canning was a reluctant participant in the Bill, and Grey managed to corral forty Tory peers to vote with his opposition against the government at second reading. When the Bill struggled through the Lords by only nine votes Canning felt vindicated, as there was clearly little chance of its getting through the Commons; but when the king refused to include Caroline in the Book of Common Prayer’s collects for the royal family, he resigned.

By the time of the general election of 1826 the battle-lines were drawn. On the one side stood the Home Secretary Robert Peel,fn12 whose views on Catholicism had been framed by his upbringing in a Protestant household and by six years as Chief Secretary for Ireland. The Irish were poor, he thought, because of their religion. When prosperity arrived they would grow out of it; and in the meantime no relief should be granted them, no quarter given. This, in large measure, was the attitude he brought to the Home Office to which Liverpool appointed him in 1822. Law and order, from penal policy to the administration of prisons, was his forte, and although his consolidation of much penal legislation was long overdue, the number of executions remained high. In the other corner stood Canning, an ‘Irishman born in London’, as he referred to himself, who had started his political life with republican, Foxite views but had developed an enduring loyalty to Pitt, to whom he adhered until his mentor’s death, thereby earning himself promotion as Paymaster-General and Treasurer of the Navy. Twice Foreign Secretary, under Portland and Liverpool, he had embraced secessionist movements in Latin America and a style of liberal or at least Pittite Toryism at home, gathering under this banner a band of allies including William Huskisson, William Sturges Bourne, Henry Temple, Viscount Palmerston and Frederick Robinson. It was during a brief period out of office that Canning had secured the first Commons vote in favour of Catholic relief in March 1822, and as Foreign Secretary he had expressed support for those who sought mitigation of the harsh effects of the government’s corn laws – thereby earning himself the angry disdain of fellow Cabinet members Peel and Wellington on the two issues that were to dominate the election. With Huskisson now President of the Board of Trade, Palmerston Secretary at War and Robinson Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Canningites were a force to be reckoned with. It was a flaw in the marble that was soon to split it apart.

The third and most important driver of change, though, was a string of untimely and inconvenient departures from the political stage. First, on Saturday, 17 February 1827, Liverpool was laid low by a massive stroke. A month later he was still barely able to speak and on 12 April, after prevaricating longer than was wise, the king reluctantly appointed Canning as Prime Minister, despite the fact that plenty of senior figures, including Wellington and Peel, refused to serve under him. By dint of appointing his brother-in-law the 4th duke of Portland as Lord Privy Seal, persuading three Whigs (the marquess of Lansdowne, Lord Carlisle and George Tierney) to join the Canningites (Robinson, Huskisson and Sturges Bourne), and promising the king that he would not enact parliamentary reform, Canning cobbled together a coalition government of moderates in his own liberal likeness. But physically Canning was not in agood state: he had long suffered from gout, and in January he had caught a severe chill at the duke of York’s funeral (a particularly icy affair which reputedly led to the death of the bishop of Lincoln, George Pelham). In July 1827 he fell ill again, just as parliament was prorogued, and on 8 August he died.fn13

On Canning’s death, one Whig quipped that ‘God has declared against us. He is manifestly for the Tories, and I fear the king also, which is much worse,’16 but Canning’s appointment had riven both political parties. The Tories were now split between the Canningites, who countenanced Catholic emancipation, and those for whom it was anathema; and the Whigs between those who were prepared to put parliamentary reform on the back burner and those for whom it was the primary goal. The king, who had taken exception to Wellington’s and Peel’s refusal to serve under Canning, decided to stick with the centrist coalition and appointed Robinson (who had been elevated to the Lords as Viscount Goderich in January and had been Canning’s Leader in the Lords) as his mentor’s successor, so that the more effective and more popular Huskisson had to content himself with the posts of Colonial Secretary and Leader of the Commons. But Canning was a hard act to follow and Goderich was not up to the task. When a mob had attacked his London home over his role as the architect of the corn laws, he had cried in parliament and earned himself the nickname the ‘blubberer’. Now he led a feeble, lacklustre government, and by the turn of the year George IV had decided to draft in the duke of Wellington as Prime Minister with Peel as his leader in the Commons. Goderich’s ministers had never even had to face parliament.

Although the old Canningites had misgivings about the direction of the new Wellington administration, they decided at first to remain in office; but when a minor parliamentary reform to reallocate the rotten seats of Penryn and East Retford to Manchester and Birmingham was defeated by the government, Palmerston and Huskisson tendered their resignations. For the two liberal Tories, it was the first time they had been out of office since 1809 and 1814 respectively. Portland’s grandson Charles Greville wrote in his diary: ‘we have now got a Tory govt., and all that remained of Canning’s party are gone.’17

The ability to count is a vital political skill. Wellington was a national hero, but the arithmetic was against him, both in parliament, where the reunited Whigs pushed through a motion to repeal the Corporation and Test Acts with a comfortable majority of forty-four (and another motion for Catholic relief), and in Ireland, where William Vesey-Fitzgerald, MP for Clare, lost the by-election caused by his appointment as President of the Board of Trade to the charismatic leader of the Catholic Association, Daniel O’Connell, who could not take his seat without swearing the specified oath ‘that the sacrifice of the mass, and the invocation of the blessed Virgin Mary and other saints, as now practised by the Church of Rome are impious and idolatrous’. Even Peel now reckoned that full Catholic emancipation was the only answer, as the Protestant ascendancy in Ireland was no more and the Catholic majority, who could vote as forty-shilling freeholders, would not now return a Protestant MP. He was not alone in this dawning recognition: Burdett’s attempt to introduce a Catholic relief measure just seven weeks before Liverpool’s death had attracted the support of Canning but failed by just four votes. But when Wellington and Peel announced their change of mind, they faced considerable opposition on their own side from the likes of Sir Edward Knatchbull and the romantically inclined 29-year-old Cornish baronet Sir Richard Vyvyan. Knatchbull was the kind of sturdily pious man who would take pleasure in his own no-nonsense bluffness and not knowing too much about religion. Greville dismissed him as being ‘anti-everything’,18 and Cobbett caustically thought him ‘not gifted with much light’.19 He may well have been motivated by Peel’s failure to secure the Oxford Regius professorship of Hebrew for his brother Wyndham; either way, the Knatchbull brand of stubborn piety was the stuff of whips’ nightmares. As he wrote to his second wife, Jane Austen’s niece:

To act upon a uniform and steady principle, to adhere to what is right and to abstain from what is wrong, to afford the best example in my power, never to obtrude my opinions, but never upon proper occasions to be ashamed or afraid of avowing them – these have been the rules upon which I have acted, and I believe that they will bring peace at the last.20

This was stomach-turning self-indulgence, really, but in his mind true Toryism meant ardent protectionist defence of British agriculture and passionate anti-Catholicism; so over the coming months he and Vyvyan, who lived just a few doors apart in Great George Street in Westminster, built a Tory ‘Ultra’ faction on the back of opposition to Catholic relief. In the Lords the archbishop of Canterbury, William Howley, whom Wellington had only recently and reluctantly promoted from his see in London, openly attacked the measure, as did the archbishop of Armagh, the normally conciliatory Lord John Beresford, younger son of the marquess of Waterford. At the height of the row Peel, the member for Oxford University, which was universally opposed to emancipation, even suffered the double indignity first of having to fight a by-election, when his unwisely tendered resignation as MP was accepted by the university vice-chancellor, and then of losing it. As a result, Peel was only able to present the Roman Catholic Relief Bill to the Commons on 5 March 1829 thanks to the machinations of Sir Manasseh Lopes, who just a year after his imprisonment for electoral fraud at Grampound in 1819 had returned himself to parliament by purchasing the pocket borough of Westbury, another burgage seat; this he now vacated for Peel, in the expectation of a peerage (which failed to materialize).

However dodgy the means, Peel and Wellington secured their ends, as the Act was passed on 24 March 1829, abolishing the discriminatory oaths, enabling Catholics to vote in all elections and sit as peers or MPs, and raising the threshold for voters from forty shillings to ten pounds. The Tory Ultras howled that Peel was performing a hideous U-turn, but Peel confessed that he yielded only because he was ‘too sincerely attached to the Protestant [faith] to push his resistance to concessions to that point which should endanger the very existence of the institutions that he wished to defend’.21 He was not the last to have to declare that a good minister could not be bound by past declarations.

If Peel thought that the concessions on the Test and Corporation Acts and on Catholic relief would assuage the demands for constitutional change, he was wrong. If anything, the campaigners for parliamentary reform became bolder. The Whigs had been reunited by the collapse of the Goderich ministry and were now led by Charles, the 2nd Earl Grey, who had first advocated reform in 1793; when Peel had to see off 173 Tories in the Commons and 109 in the Lords and rely on the Whigs to get Catholic relief through, they knew the tide was with them. The Tories’ divisions were further laid bare in February 1830 when the loyal address, the government’s statement of its own raison d’être, was opposed by Knatchbull. Clearly the Ultras would risk a change of administration rather than assist a liberal Tory one.

And then death interposed itself in politics once again when George IV shuffled off his considerable mortal coil on 26 June 1830. His brother, the new and more popular King William IV, dissolved parliament on 23 July, precipitating another general election. Wellington, still a convinced opponent of parliamentary reform, faced it at the head of a divided party, with the old Canningites still excluded and Knatchbull’s Ultra-Tories angry and disillusioned. The polls, which continued until 1 September, confirmed the awkward truth that Wellington needed the support of the Canningites if he was to continue in office. There was some hope that they might be wooed back, and on 15 September 1830 there was an informal opportunity for Wellington and Huskisson to bridge the gap when they were both in Huskisson’s Liverpool constituency for the celebrations to launch the Liverpool-to-Manchester railway, along with the Tory chief whip, Billy Holmes, who was keen to effect a reconciliation between the two men. Wellington had ridden in his own carriage, and when the trains reached the mid-point at Parkside and stopped to take on water, at Holmes’s urging Huskisson alighted (disregarding the instruction to the contrary) and made his way along the tracks in the light drizzle to the duke’s carriage – only to notice, too late, that George Stephenson’s Rocket was thundering towards him. The Staffordshire MP Edward Littleton dragged the Austrian ambassador, Prince Esterházy, to safety and Holmes, who had intended to join Huskisson, managed to hang tight to the side of the main carriage, but as Huskisson tried to scramble back into it, he was caught swinging on the open door and took the full force of the approaching engine. With his right leg horribly mangled, he died later that day of his injuries – and along with him died any attempt at an accommodation between Wellington’s Tories and Huskisson’s supporters.

The sole question now was what the Whigs would do. Henry Brougham had run a well-publicized and noisy election campaign in Yorkshire expressly on the platform of parliamentary reform, and by dint of his frequent repetition of the reform mantra (and his unexpected victory) he had managed to screw the Whig leadership’s courage to the sticking point, so that by the time the last poll was in it was clear that the party and the country stood four-square behind reform. This meant that when it came to the loyal address debate in the Lords exactly two months after Huskisson’s death, on 15 November, Wellington was signing his own political execution papers when he told the House:

I am not only not prepared to bring in any measure of the description alluded to by the noble lord [Grey], but I will at once declare that as far as I am concerned, as long as I hold any station in the Government of the country, I will always feel it my duty to resist such measures when proposed by others.22

Wellington having thus declared himself implacably opposed to reform, Peel lost a Commons vote of no confidence on the civil list that same day (in which Knatchbull and the Ultras voted with the Whigs) by a margin of 233 to 204. Wellington dutifully resigned and was replaced by Grey, armed with a clear mandate for reform, a clean sweep of new ministers and the support of the Canningites Palmerston and Melbourne.

*

Today Earl Grey stands forty metres above Newcastle upon Tyne on a pedestal as distinguished as that provided for Nelson in Trafalgar Square, and to many of his political friends he was equally unapproachable in real life. Like a surprising number of politicians he was that strange hybrid personality, an ambitious introvert, whose bouts of introspection, especially when he met failure, would turn to despondency. Often he was physically distant, tucked away on his estate in Howick in Northumberland, but even when he was in London he could seem cold and aloof, quite unlike his early ally Fox. Yet Grey had one quality above all others: perseverance. So the young man who pushed again and again for reform, addressed dinner after dinner and attended meeting after meeting, the middle-aged man who spent twenty-one years as an MP before inheriting his father’s earldom, became Prime Minister at the age of sixty-six. He had complained to his wife after his maiden speech in the Lords: ‘What a place to speak in! with just light enough to make darkness visible, it was like speaking in a vault by the glimmering light of a sepulchral lamp to the dead. It is impossible I should ever do anything there worth thinking of.’23 Yet in leading the government from the Lords, while he had the difficult task of taking the Reform Bill through that House (along with the pugnaciously populist new Lord Chancellor Baron Brougham), the initial battle in the Commons was not in his hands, but in those of two of the more popular and amiable scions of the nobility: John Spencer, Lord Althorp, the genial eldest son of the 2nd Earl Spencer, and Lord John Russell, respectively Chancellor of the Exchequer and Paymaster-General. When a special committee chaired by John Lambton and led by Russell reported its findings, it was clear that the government had taken Brougham’s injunctions to heart. Massive reform was planned, touching more than 150 parliamentary boroughs.

It was always going to be a tall order, steering the Bill through the two houses of parliament. In the Commons
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