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Introduction

The idea of writing a book about the Great Reform Act, which I think deserves its ardent Victorian adjective, had been with me for some time. The chance of writing it came when my agent, Bill Hamilton, trawling possibilities with publishers, was asked by Will Sulkin of Jonathan Cape, ‘What about a history of Parliament?’ I modestly suggested that I did not have quite such panoramic ambitions, but, in return, what about the Reform Act? This was kindly agreed to and we proceeded.

There are two well-known and established studies of the subject, respectively by James Butler of Corpus Christi, Cambridge (Rab’s kindly Uncle Jim), in 1914, and Michael Brock (co-founder of Wolfson, Oxford), published in 1973. Both are quite admirable books. Butler disguised very full scholarship under the dramatic cape of a rattling good yarn, which this heroic tragical-historical knockabout surely is. Dr Brock wrote a wonderfully concise and reader-helpful piece of intense scholarship, making the narrative instantly coherent and clear.

The justification for a new book – apart from the fact of a new book persuading people to read any subject at all – is that there was room for a fuller account of the debate, for the parliamentary side of parliamentary Reform. It is entirely proper to recount what happened and what was at issue as reported narrative with parliamentary advocacy paraphrased. But I am an old gallery man, working for the Daily Telegraph, Guardian and New Statesman alike. I have a prejudice in favour of debate. Also, the words and arguments actually used then take us to the mindset of another age. Tories really did believe that the French Revolution, terror and all, would be replicated if we once weakened, however slightly, the fabric of ‘the most perfect system of constitutional government in the world’. The Whigs were not democrats and they did believe that they were producing a final constitutional document to follow that other finality, the revolution settlement. We know what men did; it is quite useful to know what they thought they were doing.

There were, too, all sorts of nuances which are heard most clearly out of the mouths of speakers. And there were stars, great speakers, who, despite cavils, sound superb still: Grey and Brougham at their best, O’Connell, and, flickeringly in this contest, Robert Peel. But some speakers have to be heard to be believed; it is not hindsight alone which makes Sir Charles Wetherell a fulminating boor and Bishop Van Mildert an unpleasing instance of timid, wittering uncharity. But when one encounters a historic person speaking in extenso, it may become necessary to revise received capsule judgements. Henry Hunt in his own words is not the bar-room windbag of comfortable assumption, but a man of great truculent courage, warm heart and sympathies far beyond his own class. By contrast, the Duke of Wellington, squirming from absolutist pronouncement to a sidling manoeuvre in pursuit of government, sounds as furtive as he does brazen, and with his extra-parliamentary talk about using troops against people he emerges as a startlingly unpleasant man. Against this, John Wilson Croker, for all his Enoch Powell-like rush for apocalyptic conclusions, is a shining, wrong-headed talent, principled throughout. And there are voices of men long forgotten – the prophetic liberal voice of John Hawkins, the ironies of Daniel Harvey, the plain religious madness of the younger Spencer Perceval. Any weave gains from extra threads.

All pictures of the past are sketches. Parliament, then as at most times, was full of personalities and differences. Extensive use of what they actually said ought to refine those pictures. And where Parliament leaves off, I have used contemporary talkers and jotters-down, the shrilling Mrs Arbuthnot, the comfortable and good-humoured Lord Holland and the lordly and magnificent Charles Greville, fascination with whom has persuaded author and publisher to bring out a paperback abridgement next year. Again, I make no apology for drawing on the literature of the time – Hazlitt, Galt, Peacock, Lamb and Dickens (the latter as both Pickwickian and parliamentary reporter). The writers of the day, starting as this text does with Peacock’s sardonic account of the cities of Novote and Onevote in Melincourt, written fifteen years before Reform, are part of the debate and a very sharp part. The belief of this writer is that history being, for all the exegesis, a story, ought to be a readable story. The attempt here, as Bishop Phillpotts swells in his lawn sleeves and intolerable young Macaulay shows off, has been to tell it in that way.

I have thanks for my agent and publisher, Bill Hamilton and Will Sulkin respectively, for their reliable kind sense and helpfulness and Richard Collins, a minutely dedicated and considerate copy-editor. Finally, as with every book I write, gratitude to my wife, Deanna, who has done a vast job of footnoting, been by far the most accurate partner in text correcting and who tells me that I talk only about my work, is unlimited.

If anything is wrong, I got it wrong, but I have written to be read, and read for enjoyment.

Edward Pearce

October 2002


The Cast

Lord Althorp

The reformers divided into contrasting categories, radical and tentative, good- and ill-humoured, but, most instructively, the modest and the flamboyant. John Charles Spencer (1782–1845), heir to Earl Spencer with ‘Viscount Althorp’ as his courtesy title, was the captain of the modest party. The Spencers descended from Sunderland, Minister to Queen Anne and George I and ultimate political schemer and opportunist. Althorp earned cross-party credit for selfless disinterest, but he was a clever politician for all that.

In the Commons until 1834, he saw through the business of Grey’s Reform Ministry (1830–34). Althorp’s appointment in November 1830 as both Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House was derided. He was no speaker and lacked training in finance. A sincere reforming Whig and in his Cambridge days an admirer of Whitbread and Romilly, Althorp was also devoted to his Northamptonshire estate.

The bungling of his first budget confirmed the patronising opinion of onlookers, and parts of it had to be redrafted. But, as Derby later told Disraeli, ‘They give you the figures’, so Althorp got by as Chancellor. He would, though, be one of the great Leaders of the House! In a period of savage, partisan feelings, he combined a sweet, jibe-turning temperament with great standing in his own party derived from opposition days. When Grey seemed to have withdrawn, and with the party split and squabbling, Althorp was there, a warm, attentive listener, leading by sympathy.

There had been a risk before 1830 of a drift to the Canningite Tories. Althorp always resisted such despair. He told Grey by letter in March 1830, when access to government was not expected, that a group had been formed favouring the cutting of sinecures and dedicated to avoiding alliance with Huskissonians, but not seeking immediately to bring down the government. During Grey’s withdrawals, he acted as convenor of the Whigs. He was a good party politician, yet the Tories rightly trusted him, as did Grey, and in March the Whigs in the Commons elected Althorp their leader there. When the government was formed in November 1830, it was Althorp who handled the explosive Brougham who balked at the Lord Chancellorship and aspired to be Master of the Rolls, highly paid and independent in the Commons. Althorp told Brougham that a government could not be formed if he persisted. It was Chief Whip’s rhetoric and nonsense, but it worked. Brougham accepted the Great Seal.

Althorp’s self-deprecation deflated the other side. The Tory, Croker, made a speech, long and heavy with numbers. Althorp replied that ‘he had made some calculations which he considered as entirely conclusive in refutation of the right honourable gentleman’s arguments which he had mislaid, but if the House would be guided by his advice, they would reject the amendment’. They did!

He was in fact very competent, but the good-tempered, fallible style, reminiscent of William Whitelaw, was unanswerable. Having supported the ballot in early discussions, he later used it as a swap card to reduce the franchise qualification from £20 to £10 a year. Durham and Russell had prepared the Bill, Russell introduced it, but Althorp piloted it through the Commons. He handled negotiations with ‘the Waverers’, Lords Harrowby and Wharncliffe, Tories offering a compromise to moderate (or weaken) the Bill. He was also a line of contact to Thomas Attwood, head of the Birmingham Political Union.

Though he had little wish for office, Althorp was a remarkably good politician. The threads were held together, the temperature kept down and, like Clement Attlee, he placed himself to the left of centre of his party. But having acted disinterestedly as locum to Grey, he ultimately deferred to him in a weak line. He was the second man in the government, but in disagreement with Grey, when the Prime Minister would not press the King to create peers to carry reform in the Lords. Althorp had threatened to resign if this were not done. But it provoked a corresponding threat of withdrawal from Grey which sufficed.

There was a price to pay. Althorp had been stretched emotionally beyond reasonable limits and in March 1832 told a new colleague, John Cam Hobhouse, that he had removed his pistols from the bedroom, kept there as a temptation to suicide. Hobhouse’s reply sums up ministerial feeling: ‘For God’s sake,’ he said, ‘shoot anyone else you like.’

Thomas Attwood

Conventional English history has not made heroes of its radicals. Tom Paine was describe by T.E. Uttley of the Daily Telegraph as ‘that evil man, Tom Paine’. The fact of Francis Place being ‘a woman’s tailor’ has been remembered more devotedly than his running rings round the Duke of Wellington. Every effort has been made to ignore the deep generosity of spirit illuminating Henry Hunt and promote the image of a troublemaking windbag. English historical writing is a rope twisted at both ends. Official history still likes a high tone; left-wing history goes sniffing after unsoundness. The Tories see machinators and upstarts, Marxists dismiss petty bourgeois relevant only to their class and era. The task they undertook and the heroic presumption behind the undertaking never quite get proper credit.

The point so rarely grasped is just how difficult it was to be Paine, Place, Cobbett, Hunt, Carlile and Attwood. To read the speeches of Bishop Van Mildert of Durham and, in his different but equally blinkered, socially conceited way, Macaulay, dismisser of ‘the rabble’, is to encounter a society settled upon assumptions of social distinctions whether come from God or the natural order of things. Anyone questioning them was a threat, an impudent interloper or ‘that evil man’ and clearly a suitable case for suppression.

At best, Attwood was a noisy adjunct to a process of reform conducted by gentry for the wider benefit. Cobbett went to prison, Hunt in much worse conditions went to Ilminster jail, Paine fled to exile; it was merely a measure of their low cunning that Place and Attwood stayed at large, making trouble within a law they were careful to know and measure.

Thomas Attwood (1783–1856) came from a family typical of the entrepreneur and radical type common in this period. His father, George, bought a farm in hope of mineral resources, found them, went in for nailing, a local trade, built iron furnaces, made money and opened a bank. The views of the family were diverse; Matthias, Thomas’s brother, always close, was a happy Tory. Thomas added an opinion beyond his political radicalism, putting him at odds with miners and squires alike, a loathing of blood sports and any other cruelty to animals. The family had a strong attachment to the England beyond London. Rooted generations back in Shropshire, the Attwoods had become Birmingham people, and the trouble which Thomas would make turned Birmingham into the focus of revolt against a London Parliament rich in noblemen’s nephews representing semi-derelict Cornish villages.

Birmingham was a town of many trades and small masters. It made nails, ironmongery and – a cause of anxiety to authority – guns. The temperament of people working for themselves or in small workshops left Birmingham short of deference and any sense of the place it should keep. The writ of the gentry and the moral authority of the gentry’s clergy probably went less far among its metal bashers than anywhere in England.

But Attwood did not begin as a constitutional reformer. Like so many midlanders, he had been badly bitten by financial crises. Broadly, the financial part of the economy, money at interest for industrial purposes, was not equal to the ambitions and activity of the industrial sector. In 1819 inflexible credit, an actual shortage of money, had nearly destroyed the family firm, Attwood and Spooner. Thomas accordingly became the advocate of currency reform, finding an ally in Peel’s father, the first Sir Robert. That crusade lasted all Attwood’s life, taking him into extensive lobbying and barrages of publicity. He wanted cheap and plentiful money, a sort of Keynesianism at odds with the Ricardian orthodoxy of ‘sound’, confined and punitive money.

Currency reform was Attwood’s heroic failure. His triumph was the marshalling of Birmingham for parliamentary Reform through a political union everywhere imitated. While Reform never did bring the fiscal/financial changes he had sought, it did something else. His political union, swiftly followed in Manchester, Newcastle and in smaller towns like Walsall, was the precursor of the modern political party, a series of autonomous local parties nationally focused – and corresponding! When ‘democracy’ was feared, the political union was democratic. When public opinion was commonly expressed by mob actions, the union remained peaceful. Attwood, a formidable speaker and dominating personality, controlled his audience – by persuading them. He had to succeed in that other highly democratic thing, debate.

The political force which emerged convinced the Duke of Wellington that a revolutionary spirit was at large. Tories followed Sir Charles Wetherell, former Attorney-General, shocked and horrified that an unconstituted and illegal organisation not only operated but conversed with ministers. The idea of suppressing the unions licked across conservative minds like weak fire but never found the occasion. The not finding followed Attwood’s insistence upon impeccably legal conduct. No handle was ever given to the senders of cavalry detachments. Indeed, the nearby garrison was regularly visited by families wearing the union’s colours, fraternising with men who might be used against them. The Bristol riots, following close upon first Lords rejection, had excited Tories and shaken mainstream reformers. Attwood saw to it that nothing like those riots happened where he had influence.

Without legislative power, operating from platforms at meetings, he had to use straw-free bricks and ensure that nobody threw them. Attwood turned the monster meeting and the resolution/petition to Parliament into moral instruments. He had no power except support displayed to maximum effect.

He revitalised the parliamentary petition. The preambles to almost each day’s Commons and Lords debate on Reform showed Tories railing for columns of Hansard at ‘disgraceful intrusion’, ‘attempts at intimidation’ and a general getting above itself of the public. Attwood, like Francis Place in London, bombarded his allies in government. A lobbyist before the letter, he cultivated all sympathetic politicians. But in crisis, the Days of May of 1832, fearful that a Wellington government would try to put down the unions with force, he prepared for a resistance, barricades, which demonstrated defiance, not insurrection. The soldiers would have to attack them.

No one can precisely weigh the causes of Wellington’s failure to form a government, but Attwood’s preparations and Place’s bank run illustrated the public resolution contrasted with the King’s reluctance even to threaten the stalling Upper House with peer creation. The message that rejection of Reform was not an option came from an unenfranchised public will led by Attwood.

The rest of his career was anticlimactic. In Parliament, he did not make a major impact. His currency schemes came to nothing, his business interests turned sour, leaving him a quiet retirement convinced of failure. But he had succeeded, his life a prophecy of political democracy: and, unlike the better remembered Joseph Chamberlain, a blazing credit to Birmingham.

Lord Brougham

Henry Peter Brougham (1778–1868) was the outsider whose presence in the Cabinet could be explained only by merit. He was not popular, but, unlike the equally provocative Durham, he lacked social standing. Despite ancient pretensions to being a Westmorland squire, he owed everything to his abilities. Like his Tory counterpart, Lyndhurst, he was a clever lawyer where one was needed. Unlike Lyndhurst, he did not know how to make himself agreeable and he had ungentlemanly ambition and pride of talent in full strength. And Brougham, through his Robertson mother, was Scottish (and thus better) educated – Edinburgh High School and University – called in 1800 to the Scottish bar, eight years ahead of the English one.

Already a legal silk and noted Whig, in 1820–21 he remade his name in blazing lights as counsel for Queen Caroline. Adulterous consort of the adulterous Prince of Wales, Caroline had on George III’s death returned from Italian dalliance as ‘Queen of England’. His Majesty, in a fit of rage and folly, set his Prime Minister, Liverpool, to prosecuting the lady, the laborious excavation of a deep hole in the ground apparent to everyone except George IV. Brougham was, of course, King’s Counsel, but not literally so here. As the Queen’s retained advocate, he would now give Caroline enjoyable revenge and at the same time shake the throne.

Brougham had been personal adviser to the Queen, and though on her return he was almost bought off, he reverted to his commitment to her. He took the royal case and doused it with George IV’s own rather degrading infidelities, turning the prosecution into one of the great own goals of history. The King cowered at Windsor, distracted, as J.H. Plumb puts it, ‘to the point of nervous prostration’,1 and the House of Hanover fell to the lowest of many low points in public respect.

Brougham was hard to define: talent and ambition boiling over, brilliance, unreliability, naked careerism and dedicated conviction lend outline to his character. One of those convictions concerned education for the neglected public. Brougham worked hard and effectively for SPUK, the Society for the Propagation of Useful Knowledge, a proto-Workers’ Educational Association. Thomas Love Peacock, not an admirer, called it the Steam Intellect Society’; Brougham he called ‘the learned friend’! But he was indirectly the creator of the mechanics institutes whose buildings still stand in northern towns and the ‘Godless Institution in Gower Street’, otherwise London University. Given his Scottish connections, Brougham was early involved with Francis Jeffrey and Sydney Smith in producing the liberal Edinburgh Review. He wrote eighty articles for the first twenty issues of this sniping partner of the Tory Quarterly Review and Blackwood’s, both virulent Tory publications.

Entering Parliament in 1810, Brougham introduced in 1812 a bill to make participation in the slave trade a felony. But although a reformer, he was relaxed about the rotten boroughs, sitting successively for Winchelsea and then Knaresborough, both satisfactorily rotten. Such tolerance was on the record long before the Reform Bill, and in 1831–2 Tories enjoyed quoting him. He had always accepted the argument that such places gave a start to ‘lads o’ pairts’ like Henry Brougham. Nevertheless, when Brougham put his mind to radicalism, he was formidable, offending Grey by his populism and winning a popular recognition the old Whigs scorned.

In 1830 he became a new sort of candidate, campaigning, travelling, speechmaking, a style slowly adapted across the century. His candidacy for Yorkshire was taken up because this vast county seat, when contested, became a democratic affair. Pleading daily at York Assizes, Brougham sallied out into every reachable town, making furious and amusing political speeches before being returned in triumph.

Dislike of Brougham had many grounds, among them his modernity and gift for publicity. Once elected, he would discard the Commons. Brougham wanted major office, but, as a parvenu, was badly positioned for a high political place. Outsiders could, however, rise in the law, as Jacky Scott, Newcastle coal man’s son, had done in becoming that most learned, dilatory and reactionary of Lord Chancellors, Eldon. Grey had good reason to worry about the royal response even though William had succeeded George, proffered the Attorney-Generalship, but Brougham allegedly tore up the letter, threw it on the floor and jumped on it. This was generally believed because it sounded like Brougham. Grey, bullied all round and with some notion of Brougham’s worth, swallowed affront and suggested the Great Seal. Brougham had wanted the Mastership of the Rolls (it offered political freedom and £7,000 a year). As radical scourge and faction leader, he was both feared and wanted by the noble leadership. Althorp charmed and shamed him into stooping to the Lord Chancellorship. And as Lord Brougham and Vaux, he became a major player in the struggle and one of the great Chancellors.

There would be many quarrels, but in the Lords second reading he would contribute one of the great parliamentary speeches, though malicious report reckoned that, firing on mulled port, he was drunk at the end. In court he would be a total contrast to Eldon whose anxious pedantry had put the Court of Chancery years behind schedule, providing Dickens with Jarndyce v Jarndyce in Bleak Horse. Brougham cut contemptuously through procedural refinements and caught up on that schedule quickly. He would be one of the great law reformers, changing the law of libel and proposing what would eventually become the Law Reform Commission.

He was a profoundly modern man, without his age’s reverence for precedent and history, a non-doctrinaire utilitarian and representative of the meritocratic middle classes. But impetuous, variable in allegiance, tempestuous and, as was said of George Brown, ebullient, Brougham attracted the word ‘impossible’, and a final quarrel in 1834 tipped him out. No brilliant, difficult man was going to survive under Grey’s successor, the bland, idle, mediocre Melbourne. Brougham lived a long retirement, wrote spectacularly unreliable memoirs, travelled, and on those travels, with typical unpredictability, discovered and inspired the modest development of a small coastal village in the South of France called Cannes. There is only one word for Henry Peter Brougham – ‘fascinating’.

John Wilson Croker

A Galway-born Irishman, son of a senior customs official, Croker (1780–1857), though a Protestant, was hardly privileged. The History Society’s gold medallist at Trinity, Dublin, enjoying friendships with members of the landed elite, he was drawn to Tory politics and valuable to them. A natural conviction Tory, he was called to the bar, entering Parliament for Downpatrick at twenty-seven, helped by the influence of one Sir Arthur Wellesley.

Croker suffered from the malice of Disraeli who in Coningsby sketched Rigby, a political creature, henchman to Lord Monmouth, contrasting him with the all-wise Sidonia, Disraeli’s idea of Disraeli. The idea is a nonsense. Croker was both a first-rate man of business and a devoted believer in an old ordered tradition. He handled Lord Hertford’s affairs at modest advantage to himself, showing that self-destructive aristocrat a disinterested devotion. Croker was a man of intense, gloomy earnest. An intelligent modern comparison would be with Enoch Powell, a near-contemporary one with Edmund Burke, of whom he is perhaps an intelligent parody.

Croker held the standard country gentleman view that the British constitution, as concluded in 1688, was at once perfect and pitifully fragile, but held it more savagely and despondently, dreaming of apocalypse. He hoped that an inevitable post-Reform revolutionary regime would let Princess Victoria live quietly as Miss Guelph.

Man of affairs and backstage intelligence to senior Tories, including Peel, his only intellectual equal there, Croker was also the party’s most effective parliamentary speaker and journalist, expanding bright, bitter scorn for decades, notably in the Quarterly Review. He seems to have been content as an eternal wheel donkey, but his absence from the command group was absurd.

Interestingly, Croker supported Catholic emancipation, about which a West of Ireland man knew something. His Toryism was romantic, not to say dramatic, with a layering of intellectualisation, but not mean-minded. However, he walked out of politics at fifty-two, refusing in absolute terms to contest another parliamentary seat if Reform should pass. Peel urged him to remain, but without warmth or insistence, demonstrating his own machine quality and confirming Croker’s hard-edged purpose. Yet he continued to advise the Tory leader until finally alienated in 1846 by repeal of the Corn Laws.

Quite separately, Croker had the educated nineteenth-century man’s disinterested love of literature, and he wrote movingly about snuggling down in the library of his beloved house on the river at Moulsey. But this devotion led to a bitter humiliation. During the Reform debates, he had exploded Macaulay’s grand tirade about the French aristocracy provoking revolution by dumb resistance to all reform. Croker coolly pointed out widespread aristocratic liberal intentions, citing the Montmorency and Noailles families supporting the grandest radical proposals.

Macaulay’s self-congratulatory blacksmith-bowling-to-squire notions of English superiority were demolished, provoking a clever, conceited man to savage revenge. It came quickly when Croker’s edition of an assemblage of Boswell and Johnson was shown to have its share of silly mistakes and received in the Whig Edinburgh Review such contempt fuelled by hatred that the work was withdrawn. Croker could hardly complain; he was a fierce, contemptuous reviewer himself. Dying in 1857, he faded into historical marginality in the way of losers. But he was an intelligent, brave, always interesting man, more interesting indeed than many winners.

John George Lambton, Lord Durham

Lambton (1792–1840) came from a family aristocratic before it was titled. Ancestors included a crusader, a Knight of Rhodes, kinship with Edward II and Henry VIII and a Royalist knighted at Marston Moor. The Lambtons steadily provided Members for Durham after 1675, rich, exalted squires. The Lambton coalfields, exploited in the eighteenth century, gave a proud family something to be proud of. In the England of 1820, the £80,000 a year on which Lambton ‘could jog along’ was a formidable argument. A castle in Strawberry Hill Gothic proclaimed it. Its inheritor added devastating latinate good looks and a blazing temper. When a peerage came, Lambton was furious at a mere barony.

Against such preoccupation with fiddling degrees of precedence stood a natural radicalism, much of it derived from a beloved tutor, Dr Beddoes, driven from an Oxford chair for his opinions, some from an appealing lack of prudential group identity, some from warmth of heart. Coal-owners were detested in County Durham, the brutal Londonderrys hated. John Lambton had set about being a decent employer and established a rough and ready pension scheme. When he died young in 1840, miners would follow the coffin.

But menace surrounded the growing boy. The family was as consumptive as it was rich. His father, William, died when John was four. His first wife, Henrietta Cholmondley, suffered the same early death. It would return to him and his own. By his second marriage, Lambton was linked, naturally enough, to another northern liberal aristocratic family, the Greys. Louisa Grey was the daughter of Charles, 2nd Earl Grey of Howick, in Northumberland. Lambton entered Parliament in 1813 and went on to the attack. He offered his own Reform Bill in 1821, stronger than the Act of 1832. Durham was remote from the lounging cynicism of the Regency political scene, in his lordly way a moralist, regularly moved to burning anger at the immoralism of others. He was self-righteous in ways usually creditable, but as commonly hard to live with. The aristocratic conscience could be a useful goad and as disagreeable as anything supplied by the Nonconformists.

He was naturally a radical as Croker was a Tory. They are the two men of undeviating principle in the whole Reform struggle. When the yeomanry charged at Peterloo in 1819, Lambton, hearing of a meeting called in Sunderland by a cathedral cleric, Henry Phillpotts, to congratulate the Manchester magistrates, summoned friends and by a vote, dissolved the meeting.

Yet when, in 1828, the peerage came, Tories assumed that he was being brought with his father-in-law into the Canningite and Tory coalition. But he had told Canning that he would be as hard on the Tories in the Lords as he had been in the country.

In 1830 Grey would give Durham the Privy Seal, a middling, if serviceable, office, before casually expressing a wish ‘that you would take our Reform Bill in hand’. As chairman of a committee of four, Durham supported the sweeping removal of nomination boroughs, but he failed to establish the ballot. Eventually made law by Gladstone in 1872, this was considered likely to wreck all chances of the bill passing, a prudential Fabianism which Durham despised.

In government he would be assailed by shattering, tubercular-related attacks and the slow death of his son, Charles, The Boy in Red of Sir Thomas Lawrence’s painting, a beautiful, ethereal, intelligent child at the apex of an intense triangle of love with his mother and father. The grief at Charles’s death, shared by his grandfather, Grey, and an enforced absence while the Bill was modestly amended, triggered Durham into a furious verbal assault on his father-in-law at a Cabinet dinner. But he remained, took his full part in Lords debates, contributing not least to the annihilation of the Bishop of Exeter, Henry Phillpotts!

In 1834 Durham was moved, after Melbourne’s accession, to Canada (as an Earl). Sent out of the way, he would, in a five-month stay, parlay a frightening revolt into a blueprint for the cohesion of the British Empire. Reconciling Upper and Lower Canada, French and British, by exiling ringleaders to the US and amnestying everyone else, he proposed in a report that the Canadians should govern themselves in all internal matters, entrenching attachment to Britain in trade, war and general sympathies. His phrase ‘Benign neglect’ was a message of concentrated good sense contradicting the follies of George III. Returning to England to much criticism, Durham was unmoved in his (correct) view that he had been magnificently right. In all his impossibility, Durham was the bright, peculiar star of Reform; and that soiled word, vision, actually fits him.

Charles Grey, Earl Grey

Tynesiders know the statue which stands on a pillar in central Newcastle as ‘Grey’s Monument’. The raising of columns to the celebrated was a short-lived fashion. To one of Nelson in Trafalgar Square was added another of the same in Dublin, subsequently blown up in the 1960s by the old, left-wing, minimally violent IRA. The York Steps figure overlooking The Mall in London celebrates a royal nonentity, Frederick, Field Marshal the Duke of York, whilst in North Shields, Admiral Collingwood, local man, Nelson’s deputy and successor, also stands high. Grey is alone in Britain, I think, as a civilian memorialised on a column. A City Council was anxious to celebrate the Ministry headed by Lord Grey which reformed Parliament, and with it the constitution of the United Kingdom.

They were commemorating in this rather Italianate way the least vainglorious, most English of politicians. Charles Grey’s father had risen from large squireship (17,000 acres) as one of very few generals making a decent fist of things during the American War of Independence (and in the West Indies). But the family had held land in Northumberland since the fourteenth century, with estates at Fallodon and Howick, for which the Prime Minister would frequently abandon Westminster.

Grey was a sincere reformer and a twenty-four-carat aristocrat, socially far above such Tories as Eldon, risen from the coal trade, the customs officer’s son, Croker, or Robert Peel, whose doctrine that it needed three generations to make a gentleman narrowly admitted Robert Peel. Even Wellington, younger son of the merely Irish peerage, was an arriviste. But the radicalism developed at Cambridge, where Grey studied very seriously without troubling himself over a degree. The family were Whigs, and Grey, like Althorp, came under the influence of the advanced circle of Romilly and Whitbread, then was subsequently swept along by the rackety, irresistible charm of Fox and Sheridan.

But before Grey, the idealist, had matured, an encounter in the same circle triggered Grey, the lover. It was an episode out of a bad novel and has taken its natural place on television. The young Grey fell into devouring love for a Duchess, Georgiana, sensational young wife of the Duke of Devonshire. Devonshire was something out of Rossini, a crotchety older man, tyrannising a young wife, preferring his mistress and his dogs, intended for the suitably operatic comeuppance of a grand affair between that lady and a suitably handsome and idealistic young man. The flight with friends of Georgiana to France to bear Grey’s child followed. ‘Always a fool about women’ snapped Charles Greville thirty-five years later, as part of a general grumble at the man then wickedly putting through constitutional reform.

But Grey was very much the lover, not the womaniser, and the role paralleled the early ardour of his politics. He entered Parliament in 1786 for one of the country seats in Northumberland before the French Revolution and its hopes and disillusionments, but also before the King’s Minister, Pitt, had established an ice floe of preventative reaction. As an illustration of his sane and moderate good sense, Grey tried unsuccessfully to stop further prosecution of Warren Hastings for alleged peculation in India. The mania of Burke would prolong it another six years, but Fox would quickly be persuaded by young Grey that the distasteful business was going nowhere.

The 1790s would become for all liberals a period of ‘Never bright, confident morning again’. The September Massacres and the Reign of Terror were horrible rebuffs for all who aspired to better things. The temptation to follow Pitt and Burke into systematic reaction was great, but the best of the Whigs, Grey among them, painfully resisted it.

Grey was an active founder of the Association of the Friends of the People, in the company of Tierney, later party leader, Whitbread, Erskine and Sheridan. He spoke for the Association, entirely opposing all violence and revolutionary activity while sustaining belief in constitutional reform amid the new witch-hunting mood. In 1793, Grey would argue as he would in 1831–2. The Crown and the Lords were too powerful – too powerful in the Commons! Pitt in reply rehearsed the anti-Reform rhetoric of 1831: present dangers, reform no better than revolution and a general indiscriminate hanging on to nurse, a world view which in that House would command a great majority for years to come.

Grey’s conduct of another reform motion, rejected in 1797, won him great standing in the little room of principled Whig opposition. He became, in his early thirties, Fox’s effective lieutenant. But his role was one of conservation, holding party and movement together against a better day. Most of Grey’s battles in office between 1830 and 1834 would rerun races earlier lost when the Terror or Napoleon underwrote censorship, State spying and right-wing hysteria, English style. Winning the second time round would involve thirty years of patience, intermittency and low hopes, opposition at its most dispiriting.

The Whigs had had a shallow ally in the Prince of Wales, transiently a liberal. But George, a man on whom his own intelligence was wasted, reverted as Regent after 1810 to screaming type. Grey’s first concern had not been for parliamentary Reform, but Catholic emancipation, something less remote and one, moreover, shared with Tory friends like George Canning. But the Regent, despite his morganatic marriage to the Catholic Maria Fitzherbert, was now shrilly against. A bill for relief passed the Commons, but was killed off in committee, with Grey scorning ‘this anti-Catholic prince who is much more anti-Catholic than the king’.2

The Whigs, with no friends near the throne, saw a new and militant radicalism emerging in the middle and working classes, also excluded from things, only more so. Sir Francis Burdett, Major John Cartwright and the City merchant, Robert Waithman, never mind Cobden and Hunt, at once annoyed Grey and put pressure on him. There would be bad feeling between him and the radicals, and, given his views at this time, ‘so delicate, so faint, so evanescent, so equivocal [that] a man must have good eyes and close attention to find them out’,3 he looked for some time like a leader dwindling into moderation. Meanwhile, Brougham was stealing both popular backing and the initiative.

Grey’s role was to survive and adapt. But instinctively, like many leaders of reform parties since, he felt that his own left wing was making progress impossible. Parliamentary reform he had long left as an open question; full-blown opposition by the outs was not then the norm. But Grey’s standing with Tories and Canningites as a safe man in a Tory-led coalition would strengthen his hand when the Tory party itself began to disintegrate. The Canningites, sick of Wellington, could join Grey without scrutiny of his intentions. Yet Grey was a far better party man than Brougham supposed or than Brougham himself actually was. There is a touch of Asquith and Lloyd George here – steady but casual leader and mercurial, endlessly intriguing high talent. And the steady man had kept the party fit to form a government and agree a programme.

The granting of Catholic emancipation by Wellington in a crisis was the shooting by accident of Grey’s fox and might have accelerated membership of a Tory-plus ministry, especially as Grey had cut an impressive figure in the debate. But Wellington, desperately imperceptive, made no offer and Grey escaped temptation. An early inhibition had been his dislike of Canning, to whom he extended a fastidious scorn not shown to men of lower rank. Canning to Grey embodied such counter-jumping charlatanism as no genius could mend. But with his swift death, Tory support for the Turks in Greece repelled him. Ironically, Canning had sympathised with the Greeks.

And however much Grey grumbled about the radicals, he and Althorp could work with them. It thus became possible for the Canning faction of moderate Tories – Goderich, Melbourne and Palmerston – to join Durham, Russell and Brougham, with Thomas Attwood and Francis Place at the door. Grey was not a devious man, but somehow he acquired all the advantages at which conscious finessing might have aimed. In fact, on Reform he would be motivated less by past convictions than present social and political crisis. He would accept the judgement that a modest, limited bill would be as gravel hitting a wall, and that large reform was a political necessity. It was the conclusion to which, after Lords rejection, riots and what is euphemistically called ‘unrest’, most people would come.

As Prime Minister, Grey gave Durham’s group their heads in outlining proposals, then assented to a bill unimaginably more radical than anything expected from him, especially by the Tories who were horribly wrong-footed, failing to strike early with a motion on the first night when still at full strength in a fluid Commons. If Grey had consciously been planning to set an aroused public opinion against the majority of members opposed to Russell’s bill, he could hardly have done so more brilliantly. Equally, the King would take from the gentlemanly Lord Grey things which, from avowed radicals, would have appalled him.

Betwixt luck, quiet skill, adjustment to the times and his older instincts, Grey and the equally respectable though more naturally reformist Althorp became the right man for a long moment in history. Having kept his party together in opposition, he kept it together for nearly four years before passing it on to Melbourne in working shape and with great and irreversible things done.

Henry Hunt

New readers starting here need to learn one little related fact about Henry Hunt. He was a gentleman!*1 The family had Norman roots and had been noted Royalists during the Civil War. His great-great grandfather, Thomas Hunt, a voluntary exile with Prince Charles, had enjoyed no restitution of lands confiscated by, ironically, Parliament. The family, having been genteelly frugal for a couple of generations on a very modest estate in Wiltshire, worked and married its way back to substance, 3,000 acres in the upper Avon valley, property in Bath and a splendid house in Chisenbury Priory.

Henry specialised in the most up-to-date methods of sheep farming and gained an excellent name for his grains. Socially, he could look Sir Edward Knatchbull steadily in the eye, the absence of a title being almost a social advantage in a county family of serious antiquity. Henry had been intended for Oxford and the gift of a living from his father. He preferred to be a hard-working and splendid farmer of the family land. He progressed to the radical side by way of the local militia and, as with Cobbett, a loyalist anti-Napoleonic phase, though he had learned wider sympathies from a tutor. His perfectly honourable but convention-slighting unmarried alliance with Elizabeth Vince played its part. She steadied him, ended the high lifestyle of his respectable days while dividing him from local gentry society less tolerant than the circle of the regularly in-and-out-of-love Charles Grey.

Radical gentry are nothing unusual in England. Today, Hunt could have linked arms with Tony Benn or Tam Dalyell. And such men commonly attract the livid animus of right-wing newspapers and historians. Hunt’s private life would be trumpeted by the Tory press in the way of our own delicate tabloids. His private life paralleled that of Charles Parnell, both having a lifelong attachment to a devoted woman. A rash and early broken-down marriage prevented him from making Elizabeth Vince his wife. But Hunt, the political figure, was hated and any mud would do.

As for history, it has patronised him. The very name attached, ‘Orator’ Hunt, suggests a windbag, a man consumed with the sound of his own voice. But while Henry Hunt was vain and did engage in petty, bad-tempered feuds with allies like Cobbett and Francis Burdett, he was a generous spirit and vastly more than a demagogue. Even Socialist historians have got him wrong, Edward Thompson writing, ‘Hunt voiced not principle nor even well-founded radical strategy, but the emotions of the movement... not the leader but the captive of the least stable portions of the crowd.’5

This is wildly wrong and it is sad that Thompson, who immortally chastised posterity for ‘its monstrous condescension to the poor stockinger’, should slight the spokesman of poor weavers for whom he systematically and consistently argued manhood suffrage and the secret ballot, two pretty strong principles to be going on with.

Hunt’s first major speech in the Reform Bill debates reflects someone identified body and soul with the solid men of the new working classes. Hunt did not follow the crowd, but he identified with, loved even, the people and the social groups making it up. He spoke shortly after the famous, and in places insufferable, oration of the young, and generally insufferable, Macaulay who had exalted the new, aspiring middle classes and dismissed ‘the rabble’. Hunt, who knew the industrial working class in Preston, ‘did not wish the rabble as the hon. Member called them, to have votes, but he did wish that those who paid a rent of £3 a year up to £10, the men who were the sinews and nerves of the country, should not be excluded’. At this time even the £10 franchise was seen by the limper Whigs as chancily progressive and by the Ultra, Wetherell, as ‘seeking votes among paupers or in a lazaretto.’*2

Hunt’s historical problem is that he irritates the left by his rejection of revolutionary measures (he once headed off the radical Dr John Watson from a trap of illegal action fitted by a government spy), and he annoys Whig/Liberal history almost as much. Hunt supported the Reform Bill for its acts of disfranchisement which struck at the old ordering. In this he inverted the frequent House of Lords view approving the new constituencies but horrified at terminating ancient boroughs. Hunt was scornful of the Reform Bill, which got his steady vote for what it destroyed. It advanced the well-placed by enlarging the national elite. It did nothing, politically or economically, for the poor stockinger!

The central event of Hunt’s life was his presence on a platform in St Peter’s Fields, Manchester, on 16 August 1819. A troop of yeomanry and another of Hussars made for the platform, sabreing and riding down the peaceful gathering come to hear him. Eleven people were killed and hundreds injured. Peterloo is history, a legend which happens to be true. It was to that ‘doing of their duty’ to which Croker and Wellington referred longingly when facing a Reform Bill sustained against the noble veto by barricades in Birmingham.

But Hunt, with numbers of local allies, was, if not their inventor, the effective contemporary summoner of crowds to oppose the authorities. Manchester was where authority’s self-control snapped. But speaking in public, Hunt had kept resolutely and infuriatingly within the law. The Home Secretary, Sidmouth, complained in resentful capitals before Peterloo of ‘the unprecedented Artifice with which the Demagogues of the present day contrive without transgressing the Law to produce on the Public mind the same effect which used only to be created by means unquestionably unlawful’.

Peterloo was what should not be done, would not deliberately be done, but was done, by oafish, part-time military. Hatred for Hunt stemmed from his ability to outwit authority by observing the law and preaching effective, non-violent opposition by the display of non-electing, non-belonging but horribly evident numbers. Thomas Attwood, organising his political union in Birmingham ten years on, followed in one key respect the model of Hunt’s northern tours.

At a time when the word ‘democrat’ was a term generally uttered with a disclaimer or contempt, Hunt was a democrat. He was also a man with socially transferred loyalties, a Wiltshire gentleman farmer dedicated to the working men of the North. Many people would be disappointed by the Reform Act, but not Hunt. He had expected nothing from it.

Sir Edward Knatchbull

Light dismissal of Sir Edward Knatchbull (1781–1849) is as easy as wrong. He was the ninth Baronet, a creation of Charles I, from a family settled in Kent since the thirteenth century, a country gentleman’s country gentleman. In Persuasion Sir Walter Elliot had looked with pity upon the creations of the eighteenth century, and, oddly, Knatchbull was related to Jane Austen by his marriage in 1820 to Fanny Knight, her favourite niece. Sir Edward (1781–1849) voted against Catholic emancipation in 1828 and the Reform Act in 1831 and was also a noted opponent of the South Eastern railway seeking extension through Kent. He was classified as one of the Ultras who turned against Wellington after emancipation then factitiously brought him down in December 1830. Authors of their own fate at the hands of the consequent Grey Ministry, whose Reform Bill they would die fighting, the Ultras were Neanderthals and stupid with it, in 1066 terms, ‘a Bad Thing’.

Such glibness is unjust. The Ultras embraced complexities and variations. Sir Charles Wetherell, despite some legal distinction, was a boorish buffoon, and his insolence towards the people of Bristol certainly helped trigger the riots there. Wetherell was no gentleman. Knatchbull was never anything else. Deeply Conservative from an ingrained belief in the fragility of society, he also had a social conscience. He voted happily enough for the abolition of slavery, which Peel accepted only late and under local pressure.

As distress deepened in the North, Knatchbull could see beyond class and region. A natural supporter of the Corn Laws, he had still voted in 1826 for a limited importation of foreign grain. He told a local farmers’ protest meeting, ‘You have no conception of the distress which exists in the manufacturing districts; your own county does not afford a comparison. Here we are not met by hundreds of human beings barely eking out an existence, affording the appalling but desperate truths of the wretched state to which the operatives have arrived.’6

His opposition to ending Nonconformist disabilities and to ‘Catholic Relief’ was anxious rather than bigoted. ‘He would give religious toleration to every class of people, but he would not give political power to those persons who would not tolerate the religions of others,’7 not good thinking, but not truly sectarian and par for the country gentleman’s narrow course.

His anger over Peel’s and Wellington’s legislation of Catholic Relief was chiefly anger at an abrupt, non-consulting change of course. Neither Wellington nor Peel, in responding to the threat of social breakdown after O’Connell’s election in County Clare, had challenged the prescriptive (and vituperative) oath no Catholic could take, ever explained themselves. Peel had refused office under the candid friend of emancipation, George Canning. His concession to force majeure made the earlier line look like a bid for the country gentlemen’s support, discountable in office. It affronted Knatchbull’s formidable sense of honour. The move was ‘utterly inconsistent and at variance with his former political life... a general feeling of distrust pervaded the minds of all men on this subject.’8 In all his limitations, he was, and would remain, straight. Shock and a sense of personal betrayal by Peel left Knatchbull unable to see the damage of a split or rebellion. He and a younger man, Sir Richard Vyvyan, a lighter, more cheerfully irresponsible figure, worked to remove the Wellington government, something accomplished on a civil list motion in November 1830.

Never as adventurous as Vyvyan, he felt very uneasy at dealings with the real super-high right wing, the Dukes of Cumberland and Newcastle. And on parliamentary Reform he accepted from the start the principle of a middling bill. If it were for ‘disfranchising those boroughs where the corruption... has been carried on to so great an extent and conferring it on large towns – when facts are properly proved, I will support the measure’.9

It even seemed possible that Knatchbull might join a Reform government. Things were very fluid in 1830. Grey and Althorp were very keen to recruit reputable Tories. The Duke of Richmond came in, to his own surprise, and, with occasional kicks and screams, stayed the course. Knatchbull was offered a choice of two Cabinet posts, declining both, as Greville admiringly noted: ‘The offer was “a reward for the service done in giving the mortal thrust to the Duke” [but] as he is an honest man and wanted at that time the Duke’s life rather than his purse... he never would have done on any terms (what Richmond and others did) so inconsistent a thing as to join a Reform Ministry.’10

He would, of course, be an opponent of the large-scale Bill presented, though never among the shrillest voices, and this would for a time cost him his seat in Parliament. But Knatchbull is best seen as a thoroughly reputable man, muddled and buffeted by events and given to making his judgements more of men than measures. Not a fanatic at all, he was a decent Tory shocked by the speed of the political track. Such a man, right or wrong, is part of the fibre of good politics, the follower refusing, from his own convictions, to follow.

Sir Robert Peel Bt.

‘It was Peel’s merit as a statesman that he normally adapted his policies to the need for change. It was his defect as a politician that he did so in a manner which combining as it did, prickliness, egotism, self-exculpation and unctuousness, gave a formidable handle to his enemies.’ This comment comes from Robert Blake of The Queen’s College, Oxford, distinguished Conservative historian, historian indeed, of the Conservative Party. It is possibly a little harsh, but certainly Robert Peel never found the words or sympathy for talking to his supporters. There may begin with him a recurring tradition among Tory leaders of actively disliking the generality of the Tory Party.

Logically, Peel should have been a Canningite, an open accepter of the new and the practical. But Canning was thought an adventurer and outsider, and Peel was the sort of new man devoted to convention, a new man defending old things. And he wanted, or believed that he wanted, to do so; he could exalt the old order as readily as any squire reciting Church and State formulae. But he was a new man for all that, a grandson of cotton and Lancashire, grandson also of a smallholder turned small-scale millowner, known as ‘Old Parsley’ Peel. Yet he lacked any collective conceit in the middle class. He was a paradox; he had been to Eton and Christ Church, gaining first class honours; and from his father, the first Baronet, a very large-scale millowner, he would share in a splendid fortune. But, said Disraeli, he pronounced ‘wonderful’ as ‘woonderful’ and struggled to control his aspirates. Although Disraeli, describing Peel’s pronunciation of ‘put’, uses a circumflex, this seems not to have been the social death in the 1820s which it would be among late Victorians and for most of the twentieth century. Ultra Tory squires were unlikely to make much effort to keep Norfolk or Yorkshire out of their speech.

Much more damaging was Peel’s evidential pragmatism. He would move against party prejudice on Catholic emancipation and the Corn Laws according to, respectively, a major crisis of order in Ireland and belief in the obvious sense of importing cheap food for the producers of exportable goods. His politics echoed his speech, aspiring to one thing but coming back gravitationally to another. He was a brilliant member of the urban commercial class leading a party of hereditary rustic immobilists, a rational man charmed by an unreasonable heritage. Such an attitude betrayed him on occasion into statements fitting neither his intelligence nor his essentially humane nature. Support, until the very last minute, for slavery in a modified form is a painful instance.

He was also given, perhaps because of this split nature, to emphatic commitments to causes he was most tempted to doubt. In the case of parliamentary Reform, he would severely defend the status quo. But he was too intelligent not to know that a reformed Parliament meant the increased influence of people like his father and grandfather, creative, intelligent middle-class men. He shared up to a point in the not irrational but overdone Tory fears of an English Jacobinism. But his whole performance throughout the Reform struggle was constricted, almost artificial. Essentially, he was doing what was expected of the second man and prospective leader of his party.

Less high-mindedly, the second man in that party heartily disliked the first. Peel and Wellington had in common cold formality, deficiency in warm words and, in Lord Blake’s term, ‘egotism’, Wellington, for all the bluff-soldier-on-duty pose, being the more egotistic of the two. The Duke was also the man most violently dedicated to absolute denial of any parliamentary Reform. He had lost office for saying so. Peel had followed his about turn on Catholic emancipation, sharing recognition of a necessity, sharing also in calamitous non-communication to the ranks. Wellington, having then lost the Ultras, wanted them back, followed them over Reform and lost altogether. Peel despised the Ultras and left them with few doubts as to how much or why. He had no motive for accompanying Wellington into the quasi veto of the second Reform Bill by blocking its central clause in committee.

He thus took no part in the consequent requirement to form a government liable both to put through the essentials of the Whig Bill and provoke civil breakdown. Flatly refusing to remove so much as a necktie, he watched from the bank while Wellington stripped to swim in a dangerous river, paddled at the margin and scrambled ignominiously back. He would not have acknowledged the pleasure, but pleasure it must have been.

But Peel had, anyway, little talent for opposition. His very great distinction is for things done, the creation of a police force shrewdly kept relatively unpolitical, and adapted to local notions rather than those of the continental autocracies, and a superb Bank Act, stabilising an unstable, diffuse system of undercapitalised and overextended country banks. Finally, in the teeth of the squires whom again he did not consult, Peel would abandon agricultural protection, that service of unenlightened self-interest to the landowners whom he had long led with so little mutual affection.

Abolition was, like Catholic emancipation, which he had adopted, and parliamentary Reform, which he had woodenly resisted, the right thing. Like so much in his career, it was first-rate government executed by way of appalling politics. Peel, too, would go into the river, one which had to be crossed. And on the opposite bank, he would die.

Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington

As every schoolboy knows even today, Arthur Wellesley, 1st Duke of Wellington, beat the French in the Peninsular War and at Waterloo, thus obtaining immortal fame. As a diplomat after the war (British delegate to the congress of Verona), Wellington showed a great deal of good sense, making, as the war ended, a famous proclamation (in French) pre-empting all revenge where France was concerned, saying that the allies had only one enemy, Bonaparte.

Wellington had a unique place in Britain after the war. He was the victor and the hero, someone very difficult to criticise. And holding office under Liverpool after 1818, he did not attract especial criticism, but he resigned office in 1827 when Canning pushed partisanship towards the Greek independence movement too far for his taste. Wellington was essentially a status quo man in foreign affairs. But with the incapacity of Liverpool and the death of Canning, and a Tory split which made a united government impossible for Goderich, Wellington was the hero, perfectly constitutionally called upon to govern during a vacuum of civilian authority. Nothing is more startling than the contrast between what followed: Wellington 1, the emancipator of Roman Catholics, and Wellington 2, the stubborn immobilist, setting his face against all parliamentary Reform and bringing down his own government in the process. All this, accomplished in a period of less than three years, succinctly illustrates the difference between military and political genius.

Wellington, himself a fairly godless Irish Protestant, happy enough with the statutory injustice excluding the Irish majority from the government of Ireland, knew trouble when he saw it. The act of Daniel O’Connell, having collected a massive following across the country, then standing for a seat in Parliament for which he was disqualified by religion, was explosive, perhaps more so than O’Connell himself quite realised. Catholics having had mere votes since the Union, he was certain of a majority. The idea of rejecting the duly elected Member for County Clare on the grounds of a Catholic not being able to take the anti-Catholic oath, and doing so in the teeth of a Catholic Ireland roused to the edge of the sort of revolt it had been through thirty years before, was not wise. And Wellington, like the flexible soldier of the Peninsula, recognised the need for coherent, well-managed retreat, and duly retreated. Catholic Relief/Emancipation was put through Parliament by Wellington’s Tory administration with enthusiastic support from Whigs and to the manifest grief of a great body of Tory members.

Wellington, the soldier, had been adaptive and flexible in cooperation with Spanish rebels busy inventing guerrilla warfare. But because he was a soldier, Wellington, though not a despot was not a consulter either. He had dismayed not only bigots and constitutional standers-pat; he had upset all the people he didn’t tell, those to whom he made no concessions of forewarning or prior discussion. He had conjured a situation in which high-flying Tories could argue (correctly) that, where Catholic Relief was granted, parliamentary Reform and abolition of the Corn Laws would follow. The Tory Ultras were created at that point, often country gentlemen, by no means stupid or ill-disposed, but wedded to what they knew, convinced that clever fellows meant to take it away and certain that the Duke, of all men, had betrayed them. They felt a dreadful sense of loss and a corresponding anger, which they directed with sullen inveteracy at the Duke.

If Wellington had been a good, devious, civilian politician, he would have played for time over all future issues involving change, perhaps pulling in the more office-hungry Whigs, playing things down the middle and staying open to a minimalist reform bill, all that the Whigs at this point were contemplating. Or he could also have been inscrutable, saying that many things were possible but that his concern was the continuation of the King’s government. A twenty-seat bill exchanging rotten boroughs for northern cities would have bought him years of office and relative public quiet. But facing the tide of demand for Reform which was starting to move, in November 1830 Wellington stood up in the Lords and proclaimed in flat and resonating emphasis one of those ‘nevers’ which good politicians know better than to utter. Again there was no warning. Close colleagues like Aberdeen, his Foreign Secretary, were not consulted. After speaking, Wellington said to Aberdeen ‘I haven’t said too much, have I?’, receiving the acrid answer that he had said quite enough.

His position had been formidable. Greville had recently seen no reason why he should not continue in office indefinitely; Althorp was having to hold back Whigs willing to support or join this apparently liberalising (and very strong) government. After his declaration, power fell away from him in days, and he was recognised in all sophisticated circles as finished. Where he absolutely needed (and had enjoyed) limitless opportunity to manoeuvre, he had chosen to fight. He had lost Canningite and independent support, he had freed the Whigs at once from their duty to acquiesce and from their despair, and he had antagonised a public and press opinion led by the radical Times, which now mattered a great deal. Yet he had not regained the respect and votes of the Ultras, at whose convictions the grand denial had been directed.

His Ministry fell at once. At the beginning of December Grey was able to form another, and Wellington became the object of large-scale crowd hostility. Apsley House, Number One London, home of the national hero, had its windows broken. Wellington had taken brave but precipitate action without securing, or at any rate soothing, his core party. He had then, on another pressing issue, done the exact opposite in a way which made it news to his colleagues. The one thread of consistency running through a course of right-angled contradiction was, as ever, the solitary and perfect secrecy in which he made up his mind. Wellington’s judgement did not improve in opposition. Having joined the Ultras, he at first stayed with them, refusing to acknowledge error and proclaiming resistance to the Bill à outrance. He also panicked at the influence of the political unions and took the highly off-colour step of approaching the King with a call for a ministry pledged to suppress them. Throughout the whole course of legislation he maintained his implacable position, but in the Lords debate where his speech was judged a major failure he would ask their Lordships ‘not to pledge themselves either way about reform’, and dropped hints about the possibility of a (Wellington) government introducing a moderate reform bill. This provoked the deadly private comment of the Whig minister, Hobhouse, ‘In short, his grace made a shabby, shuffling speech very like a man wanting office again.’

If Wellington was ready to stoop, he was not going to conquer. The opportunity of that office came in May when, facing a prospective second Lords rejection, Grey sought, and failed to get, a peerage creation from the King. The Tories, invited to form a government, found themselves unable to do so, not least because Wellington’s alienated deputy, Robert Peel, refused to touch one. They were made to look like wreckers of central policy unable to provide a constructive alternative, the ultimate humiliating failure of politics. And the Duke of Wellington, preux chevalier of public life, cool, sardonic, brave and above all petty controversy, had dragged them to it.


ONE

The Old System

‘How high a value I set upon your voice, you may judge by the price I have paid for half of it’

‘“Make it six hundred guineas to end the matter.”

‘“No” said I; “no guineas above the five hundred; but I’ll make it pounds, which you will agree is very extravagant.”

‘Thus from less to more, we came to an agreement, and signed mutual missives to that effect; and a pawkie laugh we had together, as well as a fresh bottle of Carbonnell’s...’

Archibald Jobbry, retired nabob of the India trade, has concluded in claret his dealings with the solicitor, Mr Probe, in business as a broker for parliamentary constituencies. Mr Jobbry is buying one. The money expended is for only the latter end of a parliamentary term; a sitting MP is to retire and for the remainder Mr Jobbry is ‘to succeed him as the honourable member for Frailtown, when he had taken the Chiltern Hundreds’.1

The chapter-opening exchange comes from The Member, a grimly elegant satire on the pre-Reform parliamentary system by John Galt, published in 1831. In real life, Lord Ellenborough, an assiduous Tory diarist of the period, looking around to find a seat for his brother, writes in April of the same year: ‘Had 2 letters from Henry. The case at Wells seems desperate unless they can buy the seat of an attorney.’2 Neither Lord Ellenborough nor Mr Probe mentions the Act of 1809 making the sale of seats illegal.

‘Frailtown’ is based upon Higham Ferrars in Northamptonshire (‘Vamptonshire’ to Galt), a well-known article of parliamentary trade. In the novel, ‘Frailtown’ has six voters. The artistic exaggeration is very mild. In contemporary political reality, Higham Ferrars ‘was in the hands of the corporation – which consisted of the Mayor (who was also the returning officer), seven aldermen, thirteen capital burgesses, plus freemen, being householders not receiving alms, these latter in a permanent minority since the total electorate did not exceed 40’.3 Higham Ferrars was one of only five constituencies with a single member. The others were Abingdon, Bewdley, Banbury and Monmouth; Weymouth enjoyed four. The norm was two, as it was in the county seats. The Northamptonshire town was one item for sale in a thriving market, but that market was an adjunct to a system of borough ownership and borough bestowal, much of it vested in the landed aristocracy. The polite term for such a possessor was a ‘patron’, the impolite one a ‘boroughmonger’; and such a borough would be described respectively as being ‘closed’ (or ‘nomination’) or ‘rotten’.

The system was ancient if not venerated. In the time of James II, the Duke of Newcastle was reckoned to control sixteen MPs, Lords Aylesbury and Teynham eight each; Lords Huntingdon and Preston and Sir Robert Holmes (colleague and adversary of Samuel Pepys at the Admiralty) six each.4 Calls for change and reform were not new. They had been made in the reign of James I and, like subsequent proposals, had come to nothing
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