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Sir Robert Walpole
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3 April 1721 to 11 February 1742
Whig

By Mark Fox

Full name: Robert Walpole

Born: 26 August 1676, Houghton, Norfolk

Died: 18 March 1745, 5 Arlington Street, London. Buried at Houghton

Education: Eton; King’s College, Cambridge

Married to Catherine Shorter (d. 1737), then to Maria Skerrett; 3 sons, 4 daughters

Quotation: ‘The balance of power.’ (13 February 1741)

BEFORE WALPOLE THERE were many powerful and pre-eminent ministers, but none were ever considered to be the prime minister. William Cecil and his son Robert would each have a reasonable claim to the title. Cardinal Wolsey or Archbishop Thomas à Beckett were as close in their time to the monarch they served and as politically powerful as it was possible for a subject to be, but they were never considered to be prime ministers. So what was it about Robert Walpole that has caused history to elevate him to the position of Britain’s first prime minister? It was not a formal change decreed by the Sovereign or Act of Parliament. Neither was it a personal ambition of Walpole himself. Indeed, the charge of being the sole or prime minister was used as an attack against him by his opponents and one he felt obliged to defend himself from. It was rather his political skill, personal confidence and a fair share of good luck – a combination that has and will always play a critical role in a person’s political career – that enabled him to dominate politics and national life for over twenty years as the principal minister in the government.

Walpole was born on 26 August 1676 into a prosperous and politically established Norfolk family. His father and grandfather both served as Norfolk Members of Parliament. They lived on an estate that had been in the family for more than four hundred years. Politics was in their blood.

Walpole was the fifth child of nineteen, and the third son, of Colonel Robert Walpole and Mary, an heiress. Colonel Robert rendered solid if unexceptional parliamentary and county service. He is chiefly remembered, other than for being Walpole’s father, for holding the record for borrowing a library book. He borrowed a biography of the Archbishop of Bremmen in 1668 from the library of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, which was not returned for 288 years, in 1956, when his descendant accidentally found it in the library of the family’s ancestral home, Houghton Hall. The colonel’s death at the relatively young age of fifty on 18 November 1700 meant that his son could inherit both his seat in Parliament, where he would sit for the next forty years (for Castle Rising and then, with only a short interruption, for King’s Lynn), and his share of the family fortune. Both would give Walpole a head start in politics, and he had not expected to inherit either.

Walpole was his parents’ second surviving son. He planned to pursue the path common in second sons of the time and become a clergyman in the Church of England. Ecclesiastical preferment for someone of his social standing and connections would have been highly likely.

Leaving the work of helping his father to run the family estates to his elder brother, Edward, Walpole was sent to school at Eton, where he stood out for his academic success and became a King’s Scholar, and then, after completing his time at school, he went up to King’s College, Cambridge in April 1696. After two years, however, his university education was brought to a premature end and his career path changed for good with the death of his brother and his return home to take up the responsibilities and duties of eldest son and heir.

He married Catherine Shorter of Bybrook, Kent, on 30 July 1700. The marriage brought a dowry of £20,000 with it, a very considerable sum that helped to bolster the Walpole family finances. The marriage produced six children, although the paternity of their last child, Horace, who was born ten years after their fifth child, was the cause of speculation at the time.

Although the marriage lasted thirty-seven years and produced five children, it disintegrated into unhappiness and unfaithfulness, on both sides. Catherine died in Chelsea in August 1737 and is buried on the family estate at Houghton. Sexual incontinence being no bar, then as now, to being prime minister was something that did not unduly concern Walpole. He conducted a number of affairs, most notably with Maria Skerrett, whom he married shortly after Catherine’s death. Maria brought with her a dowry of £30,000. She died in childbirth three months after their marriage and she too is buried at Houghton Hall. His relationship with Maria had been happy and he had shared his life with her openly even when Catherine was alive. They had a surviving illegitimate daughter, also called Maria, to whom King George II granted the rank of Earl’s daughter when Walpole became Earl of Orford on leaving office in 1742, a signal mark of affection and respect for him from the King.

In addition to his owning and running a significant estate that encompassed land and property across Norfolk and Suffolk, and adding to his fortune with two significant dowries, Walpole was also an investor. He needed to be because, although the income from his estates brought in around £2,000 a year, his outgoings were substantial and his property carried significant mortgages. Early on, he bought shares in the South Sea Company. The collapse of that endeavour would lead to the infamous South Sea Bubble and a huge scandal, which would in time come to haunt Walpole. Nevertheless, at the time he bought early and sold his shares at the top of the market, making a fortune in the process. The resultant profit enabled him to lavish money on Houghton Hall.

Houghton Hall today is the seat of the Marquesses of Cholmondeley, but Walpole conceived this glory of Palladian architecture as not only a comfortable home for his family, heirs and successors, but as an outward symbol of his arrival into the highest rank of national life. Walpole relished his new home, built on his inherited family estate. He hosted lavish parties for the county and for his political colleagues. Each spring he would host his Cabinet over a three-week period at Houghton. This annual event became known as the Norfolk Congress. Walpole understood that entertainment and conviviality were not only expected as part of the responsibility of privilege and position, but also potent political weapons, and he was never shy about using both to full effect.

In addition to being very well educated and an established scholar, he invested heavily in one of the greatest private art collections the world has ever seen. He envisaged his new Houghton Hall as the principal and permanent home for this collection of art, Roman busts and wine coolers. The collection, known as the Walpole Collection, came to number hundreds of pieces and objects, and included works by Poussin, Rubens, Van Dyck and Rembrandt. His successors first added to and then sold off the bulk of the collection, with much of it ending up in the Hermitage Museum, and some in museums and galleries around the world. If a hinterland is an important asset to a successful politician, then Walpole was an early and outstanding example of it.

As soon as he arrived in Parliament, he became an active participant. ‘It is obvious, that the people of England are at this moment animated against each other, with a spirit of hatred and rancour. It behoves you, in the first place, to find a remedy for these distempers which at present are predominant in the civil constitution.’

He was a man in a hurry. He had no significant aristocratic connection and he attached himself to the Whig interest following his father’s political example. Within three years, in 1705, he gained his first political appointment – a member of the Council of the Lord High Admiral. It brought with it a modest salary, which he needed because his expenditure outstripped his income, but more importantly it was the first visible outward symbol of political advancement. Furthermore, it was an appointment made by the Sovereign, Queen Anne, providing the first outward manifestation of the relationship with her, and subsequently her successor, that was to play such an important part in his rise to and maintenance of high office.

Further swift promotion followed as he became, successively, Secretary of War and Treasurer of the Navy. His ministerial career, however, came to an abrupt halt when the Tories came to power in 1710. They accused him of corruption in 1712 and Walpole found himself imprisoned in the Tower of London. By modern standards, a senior minister being convicted of a serious crime and being sent to prison would be a career-ending event. We live, however, in a more prurient and prudish era than did Walpole, so for him, who was to be continually accused of various forms of corruption throughout his long political career, it proved little more than a mild inconvenience to his progress. Nor did he ever much mind such accusations. Throughout this period he was active in Parliament and at his Norfolk estate, winning and maintaining friends and establishing his reputation through speeches and writing.

In 1714 Queen Anne died and was succeeded by her distant cousin the Elector of Hanover, to become King George I. His personal paranoia about his claim to the throne led him to intensely dislike the Tories, giving Walpole the opening he needed, and helping to enable the Whigs to remain in office for the next fifty years. In short order, Walpole would become a Privy Councillor, Paymaster of the Forces, First Lord of the Treasury, and, in 1716, Chancellor of the Exchequer. In just over eleven years, through personal talent and relentless energy, Walpole had overcome various political and personal setbacks to move ever closer to the top of British politics and the centre of power. He had built a formidable reputation as a parliamentary speaker and operator, and the Tories had tried to ruin him. They had failed, and in the many years that would lie ahead they would have plenty of time to rue their failure to stop his ascendancy.

There would be one further interruption, and a spell in opposition. Here he honed his skills of debate and attack. The scandal of the South Sea Bubble would engulf the career of many of his contemporaries and rivals, but in April 1721 Robert Walpole was appointed once again First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer. In addition, he also took on the role of Leader of the House of Commons. These appointments marked the beginning of his long and extended period as the nation’s undisputed leader and principal Minister of the Crown.

Walpole was adroit at using patronage to consolidate his power and advance his policy. He was effective at pandering to his royal master’s obsessions and weaknesses, building a close team around him, pacifying parliamentary colleagues, and keeping himself and the country out of trouble at home and abroad. Abroad, he shied away from entanglements and confrontation. At home, he aimed to keep taxes low and to reduce the national debt. Peace, prosperity and living within one’s means – generally effective and popular policies at any time. Indeed, so firm was Walpole’s grip on power and high office to become that his administration would become known as the ‘Robinocracy’.

His first great task was to tackle the scandal and fallout of the South Sea Company and its ‘bubble’. He had been an early investor and many of his Whig colleagues were heavily involved in the enterprise in one form or another. Walpole, however, was able to use his formidable political and parliamentary skill to help impose a resolution and to shield his colleagues and their party. Through the considerable effort he put into this, Walpole was to earn much respect and loyalty from party colleagues.

The social discontent caused by the economic shock and scandal led to a stirring of the Jacobite cause. This caused King George I to be more than usually dependent on his favoured minister. Walpole was effective at quelling any insurrection and earnt the gratitude of the King for the rest of his reign. In the first two significant challenges of his ministry, Walpole had shown how to effectively balance the interests and concerns of people, Parliament and monarch in what we might think of today as a very good example of successful triangulation.

The accession of King George II in 1727 caused a hiatus in politics and Walpole’s grip on power. Prevailed upon by his Queen, Queen Caroline, to keep his father’s First Minister in office, however, Walpole survived to thrive under a third Sovereign. His closeness to successive rulers was the principal means by which he retained and exercised power. By common consent, Walpole’s mastery of debate and detail was better and more powerful than any of his peers and, historians tend to agree, better than that of any subsequent prime minister. His power, though, was not derived, as his successors’ powers are, by controlling the House of Commons. Walpole’s grip on power was gained through having the confidence of the Sovereign, who allowed him to use royal patronage for political ends. Thus Walpole was able to have an increasingly free hand to make appointments in the church, army and navy, the universities and other sinecures that were in the royal gift. In this manner, allied to his effective parliamentary oratory and skill, he was able to win the support and agreement of the House of Commons over an unprecedentedly long period of time – but he never controlled the House in the way a modern prime minister would expect and hope to do after a General Election victory. Walpole’s use of patronage enabled his enemies to accuse him of corruption, a charge of which he took little heed.

In foreign policy Walpole resolutely pursued a policy of avoidance in foreign entanglements. This led his critics to charge that he was letting down Britain’s allies, the Dutch and Germany, at the expense of keeping friendly with the French. In the end it was a trade dispute with Spain that was to force his hand and lead him to support a declaration of war – a move that was to start the beginning of the end of his long ministry. Throughout his time in office, however, despite the continuing upheavals and conflicts on the European continent that characterised the period, Walpole maintained Britain in a peaceful semi-disengagement. For a long while this policy abroad was bolstered by his domestic policy of keeping taxes low – something he was able to do because he did not need revenue to fund a war or military activity – and of paying down the national debt. It was an economic policy of a distinctly sensible and responsible nature from a person who was personally disposed to spend money and enjoy the finer things of life. His foreign and domestic policies proved for a long time both popular and effective.

Walpole’s setbacks occurred as he sought to change the taxation system. He wanted to shift the burden of taxation away from the landed gentry to the new and increasingly prosperous merchants. He also wanted to tackle smuggling and excise-duty evasion. These changes brought a mixed response and damaged his popularity. When he tried to impose new taxes on wine and tobacco, and sought to move the place of taxation from the ports to the warehouses where they were stored, he was forced to withdraw the proposal; he subsequently removed from office all those on his own side who opposed him. Such tactics are not uncommon. Then as now the leader finds that all too soon there are more people on their own side who would like to see them displaced than there are those who are content for them to remain. Such is the eternal nature of parties and politics.

In 1732 King George II demonstrated his enduring affection for and confidence in Walpole by offering him the gift of a house across St James’s Park from St James’s Palace: 10 Downing Street. This was in reality a gift of three houses. Walpole resisted the proposal of a personal gift and instead accepted it on behalf of and attached to the position of First Lord of the Treasury. He had the three buildings remodelled and moulded into one house. The work took three years. Walpole would live there until he left office, after which, as he had wished, occupancy passed to his successor as First Lord, and so it has been ever since. The House has not always proved popular with First Lords of the Treasury. Walpole’s five immediate successors did not choose to live there. More recently, after winning the 1974 General Election, Harold and Mary Wilson chose not to move back into No. 10 following their departure from it in 1970. They had had enough of the place and Wilson used it simply as an office until his resignation in 1976, returning to his home in Lord North Street each evening.

From 1737 onwards signs of persistent unpopularity began to dog Walpole and his administration. He had won the 1734 General Election well enough, but he lost seats. The number of opponents in his own party began to grow. Influential periodicals and publications became more persistent and strident in their criticism. Sheer longevity in office began to take its natural and inevitable toll. More seriously, the opposition of the Prince of Wales undermined Walpole’s single most important hold on power, his relationship with the Sovereign. The Prince of Wales was the de facto leader of the opposition to his father, the King, and therefore to Walpole and his ministry. The Prince attracted around him many of the new generation of rising stars, who increasingly saw Walpole as old and outdated. All this took its toll on him. In 1737 his first wife died, and in 1738 his new second wife also died, adding to personal as well as political strain.

He won yet another General Election in 1741, but as some of his successors have found to their own cost, winning a General Election is a necessary but not certain indicator of longevity or success in office. The Spanish war he had tried so hard to avoid, did not approve of and was vocal in his criticism of was nevertheless his prime responsibility to prosecute with vigour. He seemed – and worse, was perceived as being – unable to do so. Despite winning an election barely a year earlier, he was forced to resign, bringing to an end the most extraordinary and exceptional political career of his generation.

On 11 February 1742, Walpole resigned, and in anticipation of his departure King George II created him Earl of Orford, Viscount Walpole and Baron Walpole of Houghton. It would become common practice until fairly recently for departing prime ministers to accept an Earldom. Here, as in so much else he did, Walpole was setting a precedent for his successors as prime minister even as he was departing the scene.

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu recalled in 1748 that ‘it was a maxim of Sir Robert Walpole’s that whoever expected advancement should appear much in public. He used to say, whoever neglected the world, would be neglected by it.’

Walpole was a prime practitioner of his own maxim. Barely had his father died than he launched himself into public life. Through standing for election, conduct of a busy and hectic social life, the building of an outstanding and historic home, and his cultivation of a close personal relationship with the monarchy he exercised a personal political supremacy that far outreached the formal powers of the premiership.

He lived for barely another three years after leaving office. For many of his successors who have, like Walpole, held the highest office, exercised supreme power and become accustomed to being at the very epicentre of national events, political retirement can be a harrowing and diminishing time of life. Not so for Walpole. He enjoyed the continuing favour of King George II and was known to do so. His difficult relationship with the Prince of Wales was improved by his effective efforts to ward off questions and threats to the Hanoverian legitimacy. He spoke infrequently in the House of Lords, took satisfaction from helping push out his successor from office and installing a protégé of his own, and enjoyed spending time at his estate.

Robert Walpole died on 18 March 1745. He is buried at the family estate. His example of political moderation, prosperity at home, peace abroad and personal connection with Sovereign and public still provides today the outstanding model for sustained political success.

Mark Fox is a journalist, commentator and a former parliamentary candidate.
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Earl of Wilmington
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16 February 1742 to 2 July 1743
Whig

By Robin Eagles

Full name: Spencer Compton, Earl of Wilmington

Born: 1674 (exact date of birth unknown), Compton Wynyates

Died: 2 July 1743, St James’s Square, London. Buried at Compton Wynyates

Education: St Paul’s School; Trinity College, Oxford

Unmarried: several illegitimate children

Quotation: ‘No sir, you have a right to speak, but the House have a right to judge whether they will hear you.’

SUNK WITHOUT TRACE is only a slight exaggeration when it comes to describing the historical memory of Spencer Compton, who, as Earl of Wilmington, succeeded Sir Robert Walpole as Britain’s second prime minister. Indeed, in some ways to describe him as prime minister at all is slightly misleading. At least one contemporary observer reckoned that in 1742, Compton was being considered as just one of a potential triumvirate of ‘prime ministers’. Besides, as the cartoons depicting the rush for office on Walpole’s fall made only too plain, Compton was far from the most prominent of those jostling to replace the ‘Great Man’. In one, a procession of grandees lining up to receive awards from George II is headed by Lord Carteret (effective head of the new ministry), with Compton consigned to the end of the queue, out of focus, very nearly out of sight.

Compton’s near erasure from memory is not so very surprising when one considers the nervousness with which he reacted to the prospect of high office, but is the more so when one remembers his early promise. By the close of his career he was dismissed as an ‘old woman’, but this was at odds with the independence of spirit he showed when a young man by rebelling against his family’s traditional Toryism to embrace the Whig Party. He had enough presence within the Commons to emerge as an effective Speaker and was courtier enough to secure a series of significant offices, largely the result of a close relationship with George II when Prince of Wales.

Compton was a younger son of the 3rd Earl of Northampton, and in establishing a political role for himself he was able to draw on extensive family contacts, in spite of distancing himself from his immediate family’s traditional outlook. After a failed effort to secure election at East Grinstead, a seat normally at the disposal of his Sackville relatives, Compton was finally brought into Parliament by Lord Cornwallis at Eye in 1698, which gives him the unique status of being the only prime minister to have sat in the House of Commons in the seventeenth century. A hiatus in parliamentary service was then ended by a return to the Commons as one of the MPs for East Grinstead, his Sackville sponsors this time proving their worth, before progressing to one of the prestigious county seats in Sussex.

Compton’s early years in the Commons were fairly unspectacular, but he soon became a close associate of Robert Walpole, both of them being members of the Kit Kat Club, and he developed a reputation for being a master of parliamentary procedure. He went on to serve his political apprenticeship in the Commons, undertaking unflashy roles as a teller and a prominent committee-man. He played a key role in overseeing the passage of the Union legislation with Scotland, and continued to defend the arrangement when it came to be challenged a few years later. His first significant break came the same year when, in 1707, he was appointed to the household of Queen Anne’s consort, Prince George of Denmark. Thereafter, his name was floated in relation to more high-profile roles, though nothing came of the rumours for as long as the Queen lived. Following the death of Anne, he finally achieved the distinction that had long been trailed for him with his election as Speaker. He brought a sense of aristocratic hauteur to the role, which he maintained for the next dozen years.

By then, Compton may have been thought of as rather ponderous, but he was not incapable of emotion. During the proceedings in 1710 against the incendiary clergyman, Henry Sacheverell, he was said to have ‘trembled every joint and almost foamed at the mouth’ when speaking in the debate. Fifteen years later, he again allowed himself a free rein when congratulating the managers of the impeachment of the disgraced Lord Chancellor Macclesfield, for wielding ‘that sword of vengeance’ so ably: ‘You have stopped the cries of orphans, and dried up the tears of the widow, even those who must be insensible of the benefits they receive, ideots and lunaticks … will be partakers of the fruits of your labours …’

The crisis of his career proved to be the summer of 1727 when the country was surprised by the unexpected death of George I while he was visiting Hanover. Everyone expected that the Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole, whom the new King distrusted, would be put to one side and Compton nominated in his place. And this was what appeared to be transpiring as Walpole was ordered to refer himself to Compton. Walpole dutifully complied, declaring ‘my time has been, yours is beginning’. At this point, though, Compton’s courage failed him and, rather than take the initiative, he invited the outgoing premier to help him in composing the King’s speech to be delivered to the Privy Council and in drawing up a new civil list. Walpole, bolstered by the not insignificant support of Queen Caroline, leapt at the chance and Compton slipped from being the man of the moment to yesterday’s man in little more than a heartbeat. Lord Hervey was certainly in no doubt that ‘if it had not been for the stupidity of Sir Spencer Compton, who did not know his own strength, or what use to make of it’, Walpole would have been out and Compton installed as the new premier.

Perhaps what confirmed Compton’s reputation as a third-rate individual, aside from Hervey’s damning assessment of him as ‘a plodding, heavy fellow, with great application, but no talents’, was his apparent willingness to be sidelined. He allowed himself to be shifted from Paymaster General, an office from which he had managed to make a small fortune, to Lord Privy Seal and thence to Lord President of the Council. Lord Hervey provided a typically acid description of him presiding at a meeting of the council, ‘with a great deal of dull dignity and becoming formality, his hands full of papers, his nose full of snuff, and his mouth full of nonsense’.

Along with the shifts in office, in 1728 he also agreed to be kicked upstairs to the Lords as Baron Wilmington (he was subsequently promoted again to an earldom). Promotion to the upper chamber in no way meant the end of his ambition: plenty of other hard-hitting ministers, many prime ministers among them, served as such from the Lords in the period; but in his case, the change of scene did appear to be a further step away from authority. That, at least, was probably Walpole’s intention.

The relationship between the two men had deteriorated steadily through the 1720s. It is clear that Wilmington resented his rival’s success and Walpole was keen to limit Compton’s ability to act. On occasion Wilmington allowed his resentment to get the better of him, and flexed his muscles. He threatened to resign in protest at the proposed disciplining of a clutch of ministers who had rebelled over the Excise in 1733, but for the most part, he preferred to labour behind the scenes as an important member of one of the factions biding their time for Walpole to come unstuck.

Having missed his chance in 1727, Wilmington’s ultimate achievement of the technical distinction of prime minister was decidedly inglorious. The loose coalition that engineered Walpole’s downfall in early 1742 had initially looked for a significant broadening of the administration. This seems also to have been Wilmington’s intention, but having failed to convince the King to take on board more than a handful of new men, he accepted office reluctantly as the figurehead of a caretaker administration led in effect by Lord Carteret. It is perhaps not insignificant, though, that one of those appointed to join him at the Treasury was his nephew, George Compton, who had been a resolute opponent of Walpole for several years.

Wilmington’s short-lived administration was dominated by the early stages of the War of the Austrian Succession, though management of Britain’s role was largely handled by others. In any case, within a year of assuming office Wilmington was said to be so ill that his death was believed to be imminent.

Some former Walpole supporters feared the consequences of him being carried off, but Carteret’s response to his eventual demise in July 1743 was dismissive. He noted only ‘that it was an event of great consequence and that he was sorry it happened at this time’. The speed with which Wilmington was forgotten may be attributable both to his comparative insignificance as a prime minister, and to his unfortunate bracketing between the colossus that was Walpole, and the long-lived ascendancy of the Pelham brothers who succeeded him. It was perhaps only by dying in office that Wilmington achieved real distinction.

Robin Eagles is editor of the House of Lords 1660-1832, History of Parliament Trust.
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Henry Pelham
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27 August 1743 to 6 March 1754
Whig

By Stuart Handley

Full name: Henry Pelham

Born: 25 September 1694, London

Died: 6 March 1754, Arlington Street, Piccadilly, London. Buried at Laughton, Sussex

Education: Westminster School; Hart Hall, Oxford

Married to Lady Catherine Manners; 2 sons, 6 daughters

Quotation: Upon being informed of his death, George II was heard to remark, ‘Now I shall have no more peace.’

HENRY PELHAM WAS arguably the most successful prime minister in British history. As Enoch Powell once wrote, ‘all political lives, unless they are cut off in midstream at a happy juncture, end in failure, because that is the nature of politics and of human affairs’, and when Pelham died in office at the age of fifty-nine, he was at the peak of his political powers, and had served over a decade in office as prime minister. His sudden death affected everybody in politics right to the very top.

Pelham had many advantages. He was the younger surviving son of a prominent Whig politician, Thomas Pelham, who had served as a Treasury lord in William III’s reign, and whose favourable marriage in 1686 eventually led to the inheritance of much of the Holles estate by his elder brother of fourteen months, Thomas Pelham-Holles, Baron Pelham from 1712 and Duke of Newcastle. Pelham was involved in the London political scene from an early age, visiting prominent politicians as a matter of course, including the former Lord Treasurer, Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford, and William Wake, Archbishop of Canterbury.

Upon his return from foreign travel, Pelham was elected to Parliament for Seaford in a by-election in 1717. From 1722, he sat for the county of Sussex, a rare example of a politician on the rise sitting for a county (under place legislation, politicians had to resign their seats on accepting office, and this could be very expensive and risky in county seats, but, as it was, Pelham had no difficulty in winning re-election on three occasions after accepting office – such was his brother’s hold over the county). An early indication of Pelham’s future attitude was a vote in 1737 in favour of reducing the rate of interest on the national debt.

Pelham also had a good mentor, Sir Robert Walpole, for whom he often deputised in the House of Commons, and whom he described at one point as his ‘oracle’. In return, Pelham was able to mediate successfully between his brother, Newcastle, and Walpole. Walpole, indeed, championed Pelham’s credentials for high office, suggesting that he should be Chancellor of the Exchequer, and advising him not to let the opportunity slip, lest the chance never came again. Instead, Pelham became Leader of the House of Commons in July 1742, and by the time of the Earl of Wilmington’s death on 2 July 1743, it had already been determined that he would take over at the Treasury. He became First Lord on 25 August 1743, and Chancellor of the Exchequer on 12 December 1743. He now held the same three offices that Walpole had done. However, Pelham was not the ‘prime minister’ in any meaningful sense until 1746. The key to a successful eighteenth-century premiership was to have the support of a majority in the House of Commons and to cultivate and retain the confidence of the monarch – in this case George II, who did at least prefer him to Pulteney. However, the King’s confidence was bestowed upon Lord Carteret, the secretary of state, whose expertise in foreign policy and willingness to indulge the monarch’s preference for protecting the interests of Hanover gave him a distinct advantage in the Closet. However, Pelham’s position in the House of Commons gave him an advantage, and when Carteret’s ambitious foreign policy, culminating in the Treaty of Worms in September 1743, and its supplementary conventions, which offered large subsidies to Austria and others, came under attack, Pelham was able to exploit the reversal in allied fortunes and engineer Carteret’s dismissal on 24 November 1744.

Carteret’s removal allowed Pelham to bring into office some Tories such as John Leveson Gower, Baron (later Earl) Gower and some of the followers of Lord Cobham (such as George Lyttelton and George Grenville) and the Duke of Bedford, to create a ‘broad bottom’ administration. Herein lay another reason for Pelham’s longevity in office: his ability to disarm his opponents and weaken a formed opposition, by co-opting the most dangerous politicians into his government, leaving the discontented without effective speakers.

Pelham’s problem now became the influence that Carteret was able to retain ‘behind the curtain’, owing to the confidence that George had kept in him. Nothing much could be done by Pelham during the national crisis of the Jacobite Rebellion of 1745–6, when governmental unity was essential. At the beginning of the Rebellion, Pelham was critical of the lack of urgency of some of his colleagues, especially the Scottish secretary, the Marquess of Tweeddale. As the situation deteriorated, Pelham exuded his characteristic calmness, and insisted on the recall of the Duke of Cumberland and some of the British troops employed abroad. He also played a key part in formulating policies to ensure the security of the regime in Scotland, and particularly the Highlands, such as the Heritable Jurisdictions Act of 1747.

With the Rebellion in retreat, Pelham forced the issue of Carteret’s influence with the King. In a dramatic series of staged resignations, Pelham, Newcastle and Lord Chancellor Hardwicke resigned on 11 February 1746. George II decided to try to form an administration without the Pelhams, based upon Carteret and Pulteney (now Earl of Bath). However, Pelham had covered his back well, and very few politicians were willing to join them. Instead, a succession of Whig grandees such as the Duke of Devonshire stood solidly behind Pelham and threatened to resign as well. Nearly two hundred MPs appeared at his ‘levee’ to demonstrate their support, and the City of London withdrew its offer of a loan of £3 million, the cry of ‘No Pelham, No Money’ being taken up. The City knew of Pelham’s commitment to sound finance: Carteret may have dismissed him as a ‘drudge’, but he missed only four meetings out of over five hundred at the Treasury Board. Pelham and his fellow ministers immediately returned to office.

Pelham was now, in the words of J.H. Owen in The Rise of the Pelhams, ‘Minister for the King in the House of Commons’ and ‘Minister for the House of Commons in the Closet’. After the exclusion of Carteret (now Earl Granville) from influence in 1746, he brought in William Pitt. He then neutralised the threat posed by the Prince of Wales by securing a dissolution of Parliament in 1747, a year earlier than scheduled under the Septennial Act, and fighting a General Election before the Prince could organise his extensive electoral interest in the Duchy of Cornwall. This resulted in an increase in the government’s majority. The death of Prince Frederick in March 1751 presented Pelham with another tricky problem – how to prepare for a Regency should the King (who was sixty-seven) die before the new heir, Prince George (future George III, aged twelve), reached his majority. Pelham decided to back the claims of the Dowager Princess of Wales to be Regent (hemmed in with restrictions), rather than Prince George’s uncle (the King’s second son) the Duke of Cumberland, the victor of Culloden, and a military man suspected of autocratic tendencies.

The initial years of Pelham’s premiership were concerned with war finance and the negotiations that led to an end of the Austrian Succession War in 1748. The conclusion of peace often caused problems for eighteenth-century governments; it was rare to deal successfully with post-war problems and expectations. The problem of dissatisfaction with the negotiated peace had been avoided by holding the General Election before the conclusion of the talks, and rather than lose power Pelham was able to consolidate his hold on the reins of government by concentrating on his role in charge of the nation’s finances.

Pelham now dominated domestic politics, while his brother, Newcastle, conducted foreign affairs. Pelham’s determination to reduce expenditure on foreign subsidies inevitably saw him attempt to circumscribe his brother’s diplomatic manoeuvring. This often led to tensions between them, but the basic affection between the brothers ultimately prevented a complete breach. Credit for ameliorating the tension (occasionally exacerbated by disagreements over family finances and Newcastle’s chronic indebtedness) rested with Lord Chancellor Hardwicke, who undertook the essential task of mediating between the two men.

Pelham was the archetypical finance minister, keen to minimise foreign commitments, especially subsidies to foreign powers for the use of troops; Lord Waldegrave, in his Memoirs, summed up his financial attitude as being ‘averse to continual extravagance and useless subsidies’. The years after the peace of Aix-la-Chapelle saw him in his element as he managed to secure an unparalleled reduction in government debt in the early 1750s, consolidating the debt at a lower rate of interest (down from 4 per cent to 3 per cent), and even securing a reduction in the number of revenue officers. The debt reduction was achieved in the face of opposition from the Bank of England, the East India Company and the South Sea Company, a tribute to the skill with which Pelham built alliances with City financiers such as Sampson Gideon and the MP for London, Sir John Barnard. The latter had been encouraged to support Pelham’s reforms by the minister’s support in 1746 for the repeal of part of the City of London Elections Act of 1725, which allowed the claim of the Court of Aldermen to veto resolutions passed by the Common Council. With government expenditure subject to rigorous control, by 1754 the land tax (the benchmark of well-being for the landed classes) had been reduced from four to two shillings in the pound.

However, it was not only the administrative burden that Pelham sought to control. He was keen to keep public expenditure to a minimum on such things as propaganda, spending less on subsidising the press than Walpole. Peacetime did see him willing to forgo some revenue in the cause of social improvement; for example, he supported the Gin Act of 1751 (William Hogarth’s prints of Beer Street and Gin Alley were issued the same year), which tightened the regulations concerning the consumption of alcohol in a bid to halt its perceived inducement to a life of idleness and crime. In this he joined with the bishops, an important part of his political coalition, and one that he knew it was important to conciliate while ensuring that they remained subservient in politics.

Governments in the mid-eighteenth century rarely imposed social legislation upon Parliament, but they were willing to allow privately sponsored public bills through the legislative process. If the statute subsequently threatened public harmony or the ministerial majorities in Parliament, or at a General Election, the legislation was swiftly reversed. One such measure was the Jewish Naturalisation Act of 1753, which allowed Jewish people to take the oaths of supremacy and allegiance without using the word ‘Christian’, which passed into law with little opposition, after having been trailed in previous sessions. The measure recognised the contribution to the British war effort of financiers like Sampson Gideon, and looked forward to rewarding the skills of other Jewish people. However, it was subject to a popular backlash, whipped up by opposition politicians. With a General Election imminent, Pelham decided that the threat to the government’s majority was sufficient to allow the law to be repealed.

Pelham’s government chose to allow through legislation to change from the Julian to the Gregorian calendar, which caused some disquiet among the populace, who demanded a return to their lost eleven days in September 1752. Another landmark Act, passed during his administration, was the Act establishing the British Museum in 1753, which provided for the purchase of several of the foundation collections.

Pelham had hitherto enjoyed excellent health, but in the summer of 1753 he became ill with a skin complaint, which he treated at Scarborough, a popular spa resort. The condition flared up again in December, and again in February 1754, and finally led to his death on 6 March. Pelham was in the process of revising his will when he died, so his will of 1748 (codicil 1751) came into operation. As many contemporaries remarked, he died relatively poor, despite the lucrative offices he had held during his lifetime, including that of Paymaster General from 1730 to 1743. As heir to his brother, the family interest passed to his eldest daughter, whose husband, the Earl of Clinton, succeeded Newcastle as Duke of Newcastle-under-Lyme in 1768 (a title specially created for Newcastle in 1756).

For ten years Pelham had held together a diverse group of politicians, including men such as William Pitt and Henry Fox. His dominance of the political scene earnt him the soubriquet Henry IX. In truth though, the secret of Pelham’s power lay less in acting like a monarch and more in a variety of his other personal qualities: he was unspectacular, quiet, calm and courteous; in more modern parlance, he was strong and stable.

Stuart Handley is Senior Research Fellow at the History of Parliament Trust.
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Duke of Newcastle
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16 March 1754 to 11 November 1756;
29 June 1757 to 26 March 1762
Whig

By Jeremy Black

Full name: Thomas Pelham-Holles

Born: 21 July 1693

Died: 17 November 1768, Newcastle House, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, London. Buried at Laughton, Sussex

Education: Westminster School; Clare College, Cambridge

Married to Lady Harriet Godolphin; no children

Quotation: ‘We know that the brightest character may easily be darkened by calumny.’

IN HIS NOVEL Humphry Clinker (1771), the Tory journalist Tobias Smollett depicted Newcastle as a panicky fool at the start of the Seven Years’ War (1756–63). This was part of a tradition of trashing the Duke in this way, one that, for the 1730s, left a memorable legacy in the shape of John, Lord Hervey’s acerbic memoirs. So also with those of Horace Walpole. Indeed, when Newcastle came to the crunch, in 1756, in the controversy after the humiliating failure of Admiral Byng to relieve the besieged garrison on Minorca, he resigned as First Lord of the Treasury because he did not feel confident that he could ensure ministerial management of the House of Commons; and that despite a significant government majority there.

So why was it that Newcastle proved a key player in ‘Old Corps’ Whig ministries from 1724 until 1762, as well as being the most important politician in the House of Lords? The standard view was to attribute this to the oligarchical nature of the ‘Old Corps’ and to Newcastle’s ability to control borough patronage, and thus select a number of MPs, as well as his willingness to spend lavishly to support the Whig electoral interests, which he did to the point of seriously endangering his finances. These factors were indeed important, and Newcastle was a particularly significant figure in the electoral politics of Yorkshire and West Sussex. He came from a background of great privilege. The eldest son of Thomas, 1st Lord Pelham, whom he succeeded in 1712, the young Thomas Pelham added the name Holles in 1711 when he succeeded to most of the estates of his maternal uncle, John, Duke of Newcastle. In turn, he was created Duke of Newcastle in 1715, and, in 1717 he joined another great Whig family, when he married Henrietta, the eldest daughter of Francis, 2nd Earl of Godolphin. These aristocratic connections helped ensure preferment at Court. In 1717, the young Duke became a Privy Councillor as well as Lord Chamberlain of the Household, a post he held until 1724, and, conspicuously favoured by George I, in 1718 he became a Knight of the Garter.

Nevertheless, the Duke brought more than patronage to ministries. First, for those led in large part from the Commons, as was the case with Sir Robert Walpole, Henry Pelham, and, to a degree, William Pitt the Elder, Newcastle essentially delivered the other House. This reflected his skill in managing government patronage, notably his attention to that of the Church of England, but also his busy attendance in the House. The Duke, furthermore, brought with him his brother Henry, who served as the ministry’s business manager in the Commons while First Lord of the Treasury from 1743 to 1754 and who also helped to prevent relations between Newcastle and Walpole breaking down totally before their collapse in 1742.

Moreover, like all these men, Newcastle stood for policies: the patronage and management were to the point. In particular, Newcastle was convinced that chaos was the only alternative to Whig rule. Indeed, to him, politics was centrally entwined with the issue of the royal succession and the protection of both constitution and Protestantism. In 1715, as a Lord Lieutenant, Newcastle played a role in security during the Jacobite uprising, being particularly significant in the crucial county of Middlesex. Subsequently, as a secretary of state from 1724 to 1754, Newcastle saw protection against foreign support for Jacobitism as a major element in foreign policy.

The unexpected early death of Henry Pelham in 1754 led Newcastle to replace him as First Lord of the Treasury, and therefore prime minister. This reflected Newcastle’s frenetic determination to retain control. In place of Pelham, Newcastle sought to entrust the management of the Commons to Henry Fox, but Fox refused to accept the task when he discovered that the Duke intended to retain full control of all government patronage and to manage the forthcoming General Election: that would have left Fox with responsibility, but without the power to give substance to his management. The politically weaker Thomas Robinson, who had been a diplomat, in contrast, proved more pliable. Newcastle told the Sardinian envoy that only Pitt was able to manage the Commons (by which he meant that he feared Pitt’s opposition there), but that he had failed, despite very great efforts, to get the King to talk to Pitt, as George detested him.

As First Lord, and extremely busy on that account, Newcastle was compared to Walpole, but with the significant difference that he had to have others manage the Commons. In practice, comparison between Newcastle’s periods of office as secretary of state and as First Lord is difficult, as the exigencies of approaching war and then war itself ensured that the situation from 1754 became more serious. As First Lord, Newcastle took a more direct role in foreign policy than Pelham had done, but he also had greater experience, as the most long-standing secretary of state ever. He intercepted diplomatic correspondence, frequently discussed foreign policy with foreign envoys, and also corresponded with British diplomats such as Andrew Mitchell in Berlin. Moreover, initially while First Lord, Newcastle had two secretaries of state (Holdernesse and Robinson) who lacked much political weight, skill or ambition, a situation that changed only when Robinson was replaced by Fox in November 1755.

Newcastle managed the 1754 General Election very well, but the opening stages of the Seven Years’ War went badly, both in North America and in Europe. Combined with the difficulties of Commons management and with ministerial divisions, this led Newcastle to stand down on 27 October 1756. Newcastle’s failure to create a strong ministerial combination to the King’s liking eventually forced George’s hand on the composition of the ministry, as a ministry under Pitt and William, 4th Duke of Devonshire, replaced that of Newcastle. However, Pitt discovered that he needed Newcastle’s support to make the ministry stable, and on 29 June 1757 the Duke brought the political crisis to a close by forming a joint administration with him, an arrangement that Devonshire accepted. It was not initially clear that the ministry would be successful or lasting. Instead, to many commentators, it appeared likely that the differences between the two protagonists, and their drive to dominate, would soon split it. Pitt’s position might have looked weak in terms of parliamentary management, as he did not command an interest or have any experience in managing the Commons. Nevertheless, thanks to his ability, magnetism, vigour and public resonance, Pitt’s position was stronger than anyone else’s, although not strong enough for him to direct a ministry by himself.

Pitt was especially weak at the Court, in the House of Lords, and with the leading financial interests. That made Newcastle necessary to him, while Pitt, in turn, served to blunt the critique from Tories and opposition Whigs, and, alongside the support of the ‘Old Corps’ produced by Newcastle, this situation ensured that 1758–61 proved politically stable, which was a valuable domestic basis for the delivery of repeated victories over France. The crucial importance of the financing of the war meant that Newcastle’s post as First Lord of the Treasury was a key one. He was responsible for raising the vast loans the government required. Pitt also benefited greatly from Newcastle’s hard-won influence with George II.

Newcastle’s insecurity, however, made it very difficult for him to accept support without feeling fresh anxieties about its strength and/or duration. George, in contrast, could be explosive, but was generally steadier and more phlegmatic than the Duke. Indeed, Newcastle lacked both the personality and the position to sustain the political structure that his paranoia dictated: a concentration of decision making and power in his own person. He could not be a second Walpole, not least because he was not in the Commons. Newcastle wanted strong colleagues able to take the responsibility for decisions and, for that reason, operated best with Walpole, Pelham and Pitt. Yet he also wanted his colleagues subordinate and could not psychologically accept his own dependence on them: he was weak, but did not wish to acknowledge his weakness. George was not close to Newcastle, and this was a major source of the Duke’s anxiety. Controlling neither Crown nor Commons, Newcastle sought to be a crucial intermediary between the two, but this was an unstable basis for political control.

Pitt helped Newcastle not only politically, but also psychologically, lessening the issues created by the Duke’s indecisiveness and desire to share responsibility. The cooperative nature of ministries was the product of the absence both of party government based on a party organisation and of unchallenged royal direction that could be delegated to a favourite. Over three years of political infighting in 1754–7 had in some measure exhausted the participants, but it had also convinced them that a Newcastle–Pitt ministry was the best combination. There was little doubt that Newcastle’s task would have been more difficult had Pitt remained in opposition, especially in terms of finding adequate leadership for the Commons, and that he believed that this was the case. As Newcastle found, war accentuated a central feature of the political system, namely that successful parliamentary management required competent leadership and acceptable policies, as well as patronage, and that, especially in periods of real and apparent crisis, such policies tended to take note of opinion ‘out of doors’, however manipulated and whatever was the arithmetic of parliamentary strength.

The situation was far less promising when George III succeeded to the throne in 1760. The young King saw the ‘Old Corps’ as corrupt and felt no expedient need to support them as his grandfather, George II, had done once he came to the throne. The initial crisis, that of 1761, focused on Pitt, and Newcastle, who also found him very difficult, understood why he had to go. Newcastle was to write to an ally, Devonshire, about Pitt in July 1762: ‘I have long known his inveteracy to me … I have a great deal to complain of him, for his ingratitude for many years. In this reign, I own, I did, in concert with your Grace and my friends, prefer my Lord Bute to him.’

Indeed, Pitt was angered by Newcastle’s refusal in 1761 to join with him in resisting the rise of George III’s favourite John, 3rd Earl of Bute. However, that was not the issue by 1762. Newcastle found it difficult to accept the attitudes of George, notably his decision to end Britain’s involvement in the German part of the Seven Years’ War, and also the political views of Bute, and fell out with the latter over his determination to obtain peace, and his conduct of the government. Thus, having resigned that May, Newcastle ended up in the unexpected position of being in opposition. This was not a role that suited him, and he proved a poor and vacillating ally for Pitt against Bute in late 1762. Newcastle’s last years were unsatisfactory. He returned briefly, in 1765–6, as Lord Privy Seal during the Rockingham ministry, but although Rockingham was a protégé, he was not now a major player. Newcastle lost office when George III turned to Pitt, now Earl of Chatham, in 1766. With Newcastle no longer at his side, there was nobody to take his place, and issues and circumstances were more divisive and less likely to produce countervailing pressures for unity than had been the case during the earlier ministry.

Ultimately, Newcastle’s major contribution was to provide stability and continuity. It is easy to underrate this because the general attitude of politics is to look for change, notably reform. That, however, was not the major theme in this period. Indeed, in Britain as in continental Europe, the drive for reform repeatedly threatened stability. Newcastle was a key player in the process by which the Whigs lost their earlier radicalism. That could be seen as a failure, but, looked at differently, it helped ensure that the Whig position was stabilised and, thereby, able to survive the Jacobite challenge, which was serious.

Jeremy Black is Emeritus Professor of History at the University of Exeter.
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Duke of Devonshire
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16 November 1756 to 29 June 1757
Whig

By Elaine Chalus

Full name: William Cavendish, 4th Duke of Devonshire

Born: 8 May 1720, London

Died: 2 October 1764, Spa, Belgium. Buried at All Saints church, Derby

Education: Home schooled

Married to Lady Charlotte Boyle, Baroness Clifford of Londesborough; 3 sons, 1 daughter

Quotation: ‘I have no motive but the King’s Service.’ (To George II’s maîtresse-en-tître, Lady Yarmouth, November 1759)

WILLIAM CAVENDISH, 4TH Duke of Devonshire, was, according to Horace Walpole, appointed First Lord of the Treasury by George II at the beginning of November 1756, without having been asked. He had only returned from Ireland, where he had been a successful Lord Lieutenant, at the end of October.

He came back to a Westminster at war, and the war was not going well. Although the British had been fighting the French in North America since 1754, Britain had only formally declared war on France in May 1756. In June, Admiral Byng had lost the Battle of Minorca, thus depriving Britain of a vital Mediterranean base and setting off a seemingly interminable debate about Byng’s personal culpability; similarly, in India, the East India Company had lost control of Calcutta to the Nawab of Bengal, sending horrifying tales of suffering in the ‘Black Hole’ of Calcutta back to England; and, throughout it all, the French had continued to threaten and encroach upon Britain’s North American territories.

On the Continent, the Diplomatic Revolution was under way. Britain was now formally allied with Prussia to ensure protection of Hanover; Austria, followed later by Russia, had turned defensively away from Britain to forge alliances with France.

Nor were domestic politics reassuring. Newcastle, a peculiar combination of ambition and vacillating timidity, was unable to lead an effective ministry without powerful support in the Commons. Ideally, he needed both Henry Fox and William Pitt, but their rivalry, and particularly Pitt’s intransigent desire for power, made crafting a stable administration almost impossible.

Court politics complicated matters yet further. George II disliked Pitt personally and distrusted his commitment to continental military involvement and the protection of Hanover: he therefore had been unwilling to give Pitt a senior office. Pitt in turn had used the loss of Minorca to attack Fox and Newcastle relentlessly in the summer of 1756. He had also performed a classic eighteenth-century political manoeuvre, effectively abandoning the King and Newcastle’s ‘Old Corps’ Whigs in favour of the rival court of the young Prince of Wales and his mother at Leicester House.

George, Prince of Wales, had come of age in May 1756 and had immediately made his opposition to his grandfather’s ministers clear. He had pointedly appointed his erstwhile tutor, Lord Bute, to head his Household as Groom of the Stole. Bute, an intelligent if rather haughty Scottish courtier, was not only a political outsider who lacked direct political experience, but he and the Prince also held idealistically ‘Patriot’ (anti-corruption, anti-party) sympathies. These threatened Whig hegemony and promised to bring the Tories, long in the political wilderness, back into power on George III’s accession. Pitt, ever an opportunist, had recast himself in popular ‘Patriot’ mode, praising Lord Bute and roundly proclaiming his esteem for the Prince.

The combination of these factors, with the loss of Minorca uppermost, brought down the Fox/Newcastle administration. Fox, then Newcastle, resigned at the end of October 1756. The King turned first to Fox to form a ministry, but as he was unable to do so without Pitt, George II approached both Devonshire and Pitt, separately. Devonshire, although a lifelong friend of Fox and a long-time supporter of Newcastle, possessed that rare quality of being valued by the King and by politicians on all sides. Pitt himself commended Devonshire for office and agreed to serve under him. By the beginning of November, with matters still unsettled, the King ordered Devonshire to try to form a ministry. Devonshire agreed, but on the condition that he had the right to resign if he ‘disliked the employment’.

By early November 1756, Devonshire was First Lord of the Treasury. As the head of arguably the most important great Whig family – George III’s mother would famously, and aptly, refer to him as the ‘crown prince of the Whigs’ – he was an astute choice to lead what was understood to be an interim government. He combined the unquestioned authority and assurance of high aristocratic birth with outstanding wealth, extensive estates in both England and Ireland, and political influence and experience. He was beholden to no one and was free of the taint of the fractious politics of the preceding administration. Most importantly, he was known to be a worthy, honest and complaisant man. Even Horace Walpole, no friend of the Cavendishes, described the Duke and his father favourably, as ‘the fashionable models of goodness, though their chief merit was a habit of caution’. This ‘caution’ was combined with diplomacy and a quiet ability to use his personal networks to outmanoeuvre difficult politicians and calm political situations, a skill Devonshire had demonstrated to effect while Lord Lieutenant in Ireland.

The Duke was not ambitious for power; his allegiance was to the Crown. He appears to have accepted the post of First Lord out of duty and a sense of responsibility to King and country in a time of war. His primary political goal was to achieve domestic political stability and an enduring government. This meant finding a way to reconcile Newcastle and Pitt, something that would prove more difficult than prosecuting the war. Devonshire recognised that, despite his friendship with Fox, it was Pitt who had to be made secretary of state. Bringing the King around to give Pitt even half-hearted support was his first task. He achieved this through careful persuasion and, undoubtedly, as was his practice, through securing astute interventions by the King’s mistress, Lady Yarmouth. Early in November, the Devonshire–Pitt ministry was formed.

The ministry proved to be short-lived and complicated. Political tensions between the Whigs and the Tories were exacerbated early in 1757 by the trial and eventual execution of Admiral John Byng. Pitt’s poor mental and physical health added further difficulties. However, there were some notable achievements: in Europe, Newcastle’s continental policy was continued, and British troops were sent to protect Hanover; elsewhere, the recruitment of Highlanders replaced Hanoverian and Hessian troops. The navy targeted and harassed the coast of France – and America took on increased strategic importance. More British troops were sent to America; contributions of men and money were demanded from the American colonies; and military action became more focused, first on Quebec and then on Louisbourg. Finally, at home, the passage of the Militia Act (1757) laid the groundwork for the creation of the modern militia.

Pitt’s advocacy in the Commons for a pardon for Admiral Byng in early 1757 worsened his relations with the King and destabilised the ministry. Despite the best efforts of Pitt and his cousin Lord Temple, First Lord of the Admiralty, Byng was executed in March. The administration was fatally undermined, however, in April when the King’s younger son, the Duke of Cumberland, refused to take command of the army in Germany unless there was a change of ministry. The King promptly took the opportunity to dismiss Pitt and Temple. The Devonshire–Pitt ministry was effectively at an end. Devonshire turned his attention in May to persuading the King to give Newcastle the authority to form a new government, and by the end of June, after playing a vital part in the negotiations that forged the Newcastle–Pitt ministry, Devonshire formally resigned. He was appointed Lord Chamberlain, but somewhat unusually continued to sit in the inner Cabinet. Here, he continued to play an important part as peacemaker and quiet tactician.

Devonshire’s diplomacy was increasingly necessary after the accession of the young and politically naïve George III swept Lord Bute into power. With the supremacy of the Whigs under threat and relations between Pitt, Newcastle and Bute increasingly fraught, Devonshire did much in 1761–2 to ensure that sufficient harmony existed for the peace negotiations with France to go ahead. With Newcastle resigning after having been effectively pushed out of power by Bute in 1762, Devonshire withdrew from attending Cabinet and supporting government business. He then angered George III by refusing to attend a Cabinet council hosted by Bute on the final peace treaty. The dénouement proved farcical: having claimed that he lacked sufficient knowledge of the final treaty to attend, Devonshire travelled to London intending to take leave of the King before going north for Chatsworth. On the way to the capital, his carriage was passed by the King’s coach. The King jumped to the conclusion that Devonshire was going to London to plot against him and then make a dramatic resignation; consequently, he not only refused to see Devonshire when he arrived at Court but also dismissed him as Lord Chamberlain. Furthermore, a few days later, he went so far as to physically erase his name as Privy Councillor.

Devonshire and Pitt worked together once more before Devonshire’s untimely death at Spa, Belgium, in October 1764, aged only forty-four. In response to the passage of the highly unpopular Cider Tax in 1763, the Duke invited Pitt and other leading politicians to a dinner party in London, where they planned their opposition to the tax. This successfully contributed to Bute’s own resignation in April 1763.

Elaine Chalus is Professor of British History and head of department at the University of Liverpool.
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26 May 1762 to 8 April 1763
Tory

By David Torrance

Full name: John Stuart, 3rd Earl of Bute

Born: 25 May 1713, Parliament Close, Edinburgh

Died: 10 March 1792, South Audley Street, London. Buried at Rothesay, Isle of Bute

Education: Eton; University of Leiden

Married to Mary Wortley Montagu; 5 sons, 6 daughters Quotation: ‘A noble duke knows the difficulty to choose proper taxes.’ (During a debate on the Cider Tax)

JOHN STUART, THE 3rd Earl of Bute, was the first Scot (and Tory) to become prime minister of Great Britain, a country little more than half a century old when he reached its most senior office. Memories of the 1745 Jacobite uprising (in the course of which Bonnie Prince Charlie had reached Derby) were, in 1762, still fresh, and Bute attracted enmity on account of his nationality and perceived influence on King George III.

During his premiership, wrote Bute’s sympathetic biographer J.A. Lovat-Fraser, ‘he brought upon himself an amount of hatred and detestation rarely equalled in English history’. One contemporary pamphlet dubbed him the ‘upstart Highlander’, one of many (and often still recognisable) anti-Scottish tropes wielded against Bute during his term in office. Even in retirement, Bute was depicted as a malign manipulative figure, yet this bad PR – then as now – masks a respectable record among early British prime ministers.

Fittingly for a regal adviser, Bute was descended from pre-1603 Scottish royalty, with a family seat on the Isle of Bute (still inhabited by the family of the same name). He was born on 25 May 1713 close to the
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