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  A Horrible Event


   


  From our report of the Parliamentary proceedings of the two Houses will an indignant and sorrowful nation learn the occurrence of one of those horrible events with which the annals of Great Britain have not often been stained – the murder of Mr Perceval the Prime Minister of these realms; a man who, in his personal intercourse gave offence to none – in his private life was an example to all; and who, however firm and unbending in his principles, yet conducted political conflicts in a way that seemed to disarm them of their characteristic bitterness.


  The Times, 12 May 1812


   


   


   


  The assassin was late. That is the loose thread in the tapestry. Pull at it, and the neat little picture of the murder that everyone knows will unravel. Behind it stands the large, ugly truth of what happened on Monday, 11 May 1812.


  At half past four in the afternoon, the Prime Minister was due to appear in the House of Commons. At that moment the man who meant to kill him was a mile away in Sidney’s Alley on the north side of Leicester Square. The geography of London should have saved the Prime Minister’s life. By the time his murderer reached the top of Whitehall, it was already a quarter to five. Still a ten-minute walk to the Houses of Parliament. By then anxiety must have been his killer’s dominant emotion.


  Murder is not entered upon lightly. The assassin had prepared himself with care for the great eventuality. His pistols had been bought three weeks earlier so that he could practise shooting with them. He had spent long evenings in the gallery of the House of Commons. He had familiarised himself with the features of the Prime Minister and checked his identity with knowledgeable journalists nearby. His chocolate-coloured coat had a secret pocket specially designed to carry the murder weapon unobtrusively. Another pistol nestled in his clay-coloured trousers. He had paced out the journey to the House of Commons. He could estimate to the minute how long it would take. But none of his rehearsals had taken into account the unfortunate circumstance that he might be delayed.


  His anxiety would have triggered self-pity. That was his usual reaction to adversity. He was forty-one, and throughout his life bad luck had dogged him. However much care he took, some unforeseen circumstance would occur at the critical moment wrecking the whole enterprise. He might have grown rich in the service of the East India Company but for a shipwreck. He could have made money trading in Russian iron had it not been for the unexpected jealousy of a Dutch rival. He would have won compensation for his losses except that the British ambassador inexplicably refused to help. And now this delay in his carefully laid plan.


  He should have gone straight from St James’s Square to Whitehall. Instead, he had been forced to make a detour to Leicester Square, almost in the opposite direction. There had been no choice. Debt drove him there. For lack of money, he had had to walk two sides of a triangle instead of one. ‘It has always been my misfortune,’ he would confess to his wife Mary, ‘to be thwarted, misrepresented and ill-used in life.’


  But he had never given up. Some termed it obstinacy, others madness, but he had developed a talent for endurance, for putting his head down and ploughing on until he got what he wanted. However great the obstacles, he would perform what he had undertaken to do. When he came to explain his actions, no one could miss the sense of righteousness that pervaded his thoughts. He was proposing to administer justice not commit murder, and he was doing so less for himself than for Henry, his six-month-old son. ‘What man,’ he would shortly demand of a group of strangers, ‘would not want to make provision for his family?’


  He must have tried to quicken his pace against the unforgiving clock, but May was the beginning of the summer building season, and new government offices were being constructed around Henry VIII’s old palace of Whitehall. The pavements were obstructed by scaffolding and builders’ rubble. The stream of traffic that came across Westminster Bridge from south of the river prevented pedestrians from overflowing into the road. To keep the weighty pistol in its special pocket from swinging against the close-packed crowd, he must have clutched his brown coat closer to him, even as he pushed forward through the press of people.


  At last he entered Parliament Square, crossed to Palace Yard, and ran up the steps of St Stephen’s entrance to the House of Commons. The clock in the lobby showed the time to be five minutes before five o’clock. He was more than twenty minutes late. For the moment, his anxieties and thoughts were private and of no interest to the wider world.


   


  Conflict is inseparable from politics. Interests have to be represented by those who sit on the green leather benches of the House of Commons. Naturally interests run into each other. Noise is inevitable. Voices are raised, and tempers rise with them. In the early summer of 1812, the arguments that erupted over the government’s Orders in Council reached an unprecedented pitch of fury.


  The ramifications were so complex that it was difficult even for parliamentarians to understand them fully. The original purpose of the Orders issued by the Privy Council in 1807, however, was simple – to impose a naval blockade on France and its ruler, the Corsican tyrant, Napoleon Bonaparte. To this end, the Royal Navy was authorised to remove goods intended for that country from any ship flying a neutral flag on the high seas that was not sailing to or from a British port. Across the Channel, Napoleon had retaliated with his own decrees against neutral ships intending to sail to British ports. And on the other side of the Atlantic the United States, whose shippers suffered most, proceeded to enact its own embargo on trade with belligerent powers.


  The consequences were momentous and unexpected. Around the world, trade slowed to a trickle as ships were searched and their cargoes impounded. By 1811, an economic recession had descended on every country from the Baltic to the Mississippi, and the value of British exports and imports had dropped by more than three-quarters. Unemployment and social distress reached such a pitch that in 1812 the House of Commons was driven to conduct an investigation into the effects of the Orders in Council.


  Hearings opened on 11 May, a Monday. The lobby of the Houses of Parliament seethed with Liverpool shippers, Manchester cotton spinners, East India merchants, Yorkshire woollen weavers, Staffordshire pottery makers, and Birmingham brassmakers. All had come to plead for the continuation or abolition of the Orders in Council. Only sixty Members of Parliament were present in the chamber, but the high-ceilinged lobby rang with voices of the public raised in genuine outrage.


  The rawness of their feelings must have communicated itself to the chamber. Shortly before five o’clock, Henry Brougham, leading the attack on the Orders, suddenly demanded to know why the Prime Minister was not present to defend them. It was Mr Perceval who had persuaded the Privy Council to impose the Orders, and his authority was needed to remove them. The House had recognised the gravity of the issue, by constituting itself a committee to hear the representations of those affected. The hearings had opened promptly at half past four as advertised. Brougham had already spent more than twenty minutes examining the first witness, Robert Hamilton, a potter from Staffordshire. Hamilton was now waiting to be cross-examined by James Stephen, famous for having masterminded the successful anti-slave trade campaign of 1807. But the man for whom the drama was staged had not yet appeared.


  The anger in the chamber was enough to convince Thomas Babington, in the chair, that the honour of the House required Mr Perceval’s immediate attendance. A low-voiced consultation with the Treasury clerk resulted in a messenger being despatched to 10 Downing Street with urgent instructions to hurry the Prime Minister on. Meanwhile, Mr Stephen was permitted to begin his cross-examination. The time was almost five o’clock.


   


  From his place just inside the pair of folding doors that led into the lobby, the man in the chocolate-coloured coat would have seen the messenger push through the groups of delegates. The large expanse of the lobby acted as the meeting place and crossroads of Parliament. To the left lay the House of Commons, to the right the House of Lords. Anyone who came in from the street, whether to badger a Member of Parliament or to enter the chambers of the Commons or Lords, would have to pass through the doors into the lobby. Once the hearings had begun, the crowd started to drift towards the Commons and the public galleries, but around thirty or forty people remained in the lobby as the messenger came through.


  The sharp sense of failure must have gripped the assassin right up to that moment. But then, from the scraps of talk that eddied in the messenger’s wake, he would have learned that for once in his unfortunate life fate had been on his side: the Prime Minister had not yet arrived. He still sweated and breathed heavily from his hurried walk, but all had changed. His elaborate plan was back in place. Now it was necessary to nerve himself to the great event. A supreme effort was still demanded of him, but beyond it lay a future free of debt and worry.


  He had studied Mr Perceval’s features often enough from the Strangers’ Gallery, peering down through opera glasses at the government benches below. For reassurance, he had repeatedly asked to have the Prime Minister and other members of the cabinet identified for him. No mistakes could be allowed. Again and again he had peered at the politician’s oddly childish face until he was certain that he could recognise it.


  At just after five o’clock, John Norris, an employee of the House of Commons, passed through the open door of the lobby to reach the stairs leading up to the Strangers’ Gallery. He passed close to the tall man in the dark brown coat who stood by the closed part of the double doors. No more than an arm’s length, Norris estimated. ‘I thought he appeared to be anxiously watching,’ he said later. ‘And as my recollection serves me, his right hand was within the breast of his coat.’


  Other people would also remember exactly where they were and what they were doing in those last few minutes of normality. Henry Burgess, a well-connected Mayfair solicitor with a brief to lobby against the Orders, recalled that he was waiting close to the doorway, a convenient place to buttonhole any late-arriving MP. William Smith, anti-slave trade MP for Norwich, would later describe how he paused in the exact centre of the lobby on his way to the Commons chamber to press the case for keeping the Orders, and was speaking to another anti-slavery activist, Francis Phillips. In a members’ committee room high above the lobby, General Isaac Gascoyne, the fanatically pro-slavery MP for Liverpool, was writing a letter to the Prime Minister about the economic misery in that city, and listening through an open window to the sounds of argument below.


  The normality is important. When a national leader is assassinated, normality is always the second victim, but those final moments before it is obliterated contain a clue. Stare at them long enough and you may discern the purpose of the killing.


  Julius Caesar walks confidently to attend a last meeting of the senate, knowing that he dominates Rome’s constitutional elite, and that when he leaves the city on the morrow it will be to take command again of his all-conquering army. But to a republican, the ease of his gait reveals the imperial nature of Caesar’s command over both civil and military power. Abraham Lincoln sits in Ford’s theatre at the end of his first day of happiness following the surrender of the South: the play is trashy but to a Confederate the president’s delight in its mindless entertainment rubs salt in the deep humiliation of defeat. The newsreel camera captures Archduke Franz Ferdinand as he is driven slowly and amicably through the narrow streets of Sarajevo in the newly annexed province of Bosnia: but to a Serbian patriot nothing could make more patronisingly obvious the reach of Austrian power than this parade in an open, vulnerable vehicle.


  Observe what the victim does in his last moments. But note too the position of those who are most outraged by his actions.


  No one had ever killed a British Prime Minister. The tall man in the chocolate-coloured coat knew what he was undertaking. It was Mr Perceval who determined that Lord Wellington should fight the French in Spain; Mr Perceval who insisted that taxes be raised to new, astonishing heights to finance his army; Mr Perceval who despatched a Royal Navy squadron to enforce the ban on trading in slaves; Mr Perceval who decided that extra troops should be sent to Ireland to compel the loyalty of dissident Roman Catholics; Mr Perceval who insisted that fresh, draconian laws be imposed to execute or imprison Luddites and rioters for breaking machinery; Mr Perceval who had single-handedly brought the economy to a standstill by his support for the Orders in Council. A notoriously dissolute Prince Regent occupied the monarch’s role, but in effect Mr Perceval ruled the nation.


  The enormity of the act must suddenly have struck the assassin. The sweat rolled off his forehead, his pounding heart caused him to pant, and the breath rasped through his mouth as though he were a runner struggling to reach the finishing line. Very soon all these physical reactions would become public knowledge.


   


  The messenger encountered the Prime Minister as he strolled out into Downing Street. There was a brief exchange. It was noted that Mr Spencer Perceval hurried at first then, as though remembering the dignity of his office, relapsed into a swift walk. His clothes were plain, a blue coat, white waistcoat, charcoal breeches and a short-crowned hat, and his slight boyish figure, no more than five feet four inches tall, was unimpressive. Only those familiar with political figures would have recognised him as the most powerful politician in the land, the man who combined the post of Prime Minister, or more formally First Lord of the Treasury, with that of Chancellor of the Exchequer, who dominated the House of Commons, whose irresistible energy drove the civil service to execute the policies of the most conservative government since Parliament took power in the Glorious Revolution of 1688. He was a torment to the caricaturists who could find nothing to identify him except for his small size and wide, tilted eyes. He was as anonymous as any Prime Minister could be.


  To William Wilberforce, gazing out of the window of Thomas Babington’s house in Downing Street, Perceval was, however, instantly recognisable. On many political issues, they were opponents, but not on the one that was most important to Wilberforce. Where the slave trade was concerned, he and Perceval were united in their determination to put an end to it, and Wilberforce, scourge of the West India lobby that represented the interests of slave owners, was happy to call the Prime Minister ‘Friend’. With genuine affection, he watched the diminutive figure hurry out of Downing Street. ‘A man of more real sweetness of temper,’ he later declared, ‘a man more highly blest by nature, was never known or one in whom goodness of disposition was more deeply rooted.’


  Spencer Perceval started up the steps to the House of Commons shortly after five o’clock, closely following the heavily built figure of William Jerdan, a journalist who wrote for the British Press. As they were about to pass through the folding doors into the lobby, Jerdan noticed the Prime Minister behind him, and courteously stepped aside to let him go first. Power usually attracts attention, but Perceval’s entrance was so unobtrusive that it was scarcely noticed in the crowded lobby. Even Jerdan did not quite see what happened next.


  The tall man beside the door pulled his right hand from the inside breast pocket of his brown coat. The short pistol was almost lost in his large grasp. The weapon was inaccurate over more than five yards, but he had no intention of putting anyone else in danger by firing from that distance. The Prime Minister was hurrying past him. The man crossed in front to stand in his path. Perceval stopped, and looked up at him. He was so small that the assailant towered over him.


  The Prime Minister said something – perhaps asking him to move aside, or more probably offering an apology for pushing past – but the words were blotted out by the cataclysm of the next moment. Wordlessly the man stretched out his arm, pushed the wide barrel of the gun against Perceval’s chest, and pressed the trigger.


  There was a flash as the powder ignited, a muffled explosion, and the force of the bullet sent the victim stumbling across the lobby. ‘Murder,’ he exclaimed, ‘oh, murder.’ Where a knife point would pierce, and a small-calibre bullet penetrate, the projectile that killed Spencer Perceval was a ball of lead almost half an inch across that pulverised the ribs, breast and heart.


   


   


  See notes Chapter 1


  2


  The Identity of an Unfortunate Man is Revealed


   


  John Bellingham, alias John Billingham, not having the fear of God before his Eyes but moved and seduced by the Instigation of the Devil . . . did make an Assault [with] a certain Pistol of the value of nine shillings, charged and loaded with Gunpowder and a Leaden Bullet, which he then and there had and held in his right hand to and against the Breast of him, the said Spencer Perceval and . . . then and there shot off and discharged out of the Pistol aforesaid by the force of the Gunpowder aforesaid in, upon and through the Breast of him, the said Spencer Perceval, one Mortal Wound . . .


  Verdict of the Coroner’s Jury – 12 May 1812


   


   


   


  On no fewer than three occasions witnesses were called upon to describe what happened after the shot was fired. They told their first version in Parliament immediately following the murder. A day later the coroner held an inquest in a local pub and ordered three of them to tell their story again. Finally their testimony was heard for a third time in the Old Bailey when the murderer appeared in court. The sequence of events was always the same. But each time the killing was described from a new angle. Different people appeared in the foreground, while in the background there were half-obscured, tantalising hints of another, larger picture. Nothing was quite as it seemed. One witness was a government spy. Another palpably lied. They, like every other person present at the crime, had a political agenda. What follows is a composite of their testimonies, accurate as to what happened but hardly the full truth.


  The most detailed testimony came from William Smith, Norwich’s anti-slavery MP, given at the coroner’s inquiry in the Rose & Crown tavern in Downing Street. In the moments after the shot was fired, events seemed to move with the close-up intensity of a dream. Smith said that when he heard the report of a pistol, he looked up from his conversation with Francis Phillips, and saw a crowd by the door:


   


  Almost at the same instant a person rushed hastily from among the crowd, and several voices cried out, ‘Shut the door’, and ‘Let no one escape’. The person who came from among the crowd came towards me, looking first one way and then another, and, as I thought at the moment, rather like one seeking for shelter than as the person who had received the wound. But taking two or three steps towards me, as he approached he rather reeled by me, and almost instantly fell upon the floor, with his face downwards . . . When he first fell I thought he might be slightly wounded, and expected to see him make an effort to rise, but gazing at him a few moments, I observed that he did not stir at all; I therefore immediately stooped down to raise him from the ground, requesting the assistance of a gentleman who stood close by me for that purpose. As soon as we had turned his face towards us, and not till then, I perceived it was Mr. Perceval.


   


  Phillips immediately knelt beside the fallen man and seeing the bullet hole, just above the heart and angled down, concluded that it must be fatal. There was no out-going wound. The bullet was still lodged deep in the victim’s chest. Together Phillips and Smith pulled the little body upright, and each holding Perceval’s arm over his shoulder carried him into the nearest room, an office used by the Speaker’s clerk. In his own statement, Phillips confessed that before they could even lay Perceval down, he felt the body go limp in his arms.


  With the help of some Commons officials, they gently lowered the Prime Minister onto a small table hurriedly swept clear of papers, so that he was seated upright, supported on either side with his legs resting on a chair. His face, Smith noted, ‘was, by this time, perfectly pale, the blood issuing in small quantities from each corner of his mouth . . . His eyes were still open, but he did not appear to know me, nor to take any notice of any person about him, nor had he uttered the least articulate sound from the moment he fell. A few convulsive sobs which lasted, perhaps, three or four minutes, together with a scarcely perceptible pulse, were the only signs of life.’


  Inside the office, the silence grew profound. Neither man dared speak aloud his thoughts. Then William Lynn, a surgeon who had been hastily summoned from his house in Great George Street, entered and having examined the body, delivered the verdict they had known but could not bring themselves to admit: ‘He is dead.’


   


  Outside in the lobby, the frozen moment of the murder had erupted into confusion. Every account refers to the shouts of ‘Close the doors’ to prevent the perpetrator escaping, but evidently they were not heeded. Some people ran in to investigate the shot, others raced away to inform peers and MPs of what they had seen, and soon they brought a torrent of anxious enquirers coming to check whether the Prime Minister still lived. It would have been easy, William Jerdan thought, for the assassin to get away unobserved. ‘If he had risen in a minute or two afterwards,’ he wrote in his autobiography, ‘and walked quietly out into the street, he would have escaped, and the committer of the murder would never have been known unless he had chosen to divulge it.’


  But Tom Eastaff, an official in the Vote Office, had risen from his place by the door. He had noticed the tall man approach Perceval and when voices began to call out ‘Who did it?’ Eastaff answered, ‘That is the man,’ and pointed to the figure in a deep brown coat slumped on a bench against the wall. Standing nearby, Jerdan followed the direction of Eastaff’s hand and ran to catch hold of the murderer
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