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Chapter 1


ASSASSINATION


On Monday 11 May 1812, an unremarkable, anonymous man, just over 40 years of age, made his way to the Palace of Westminster, the seat of government in the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. No one could have known that on the inside left of his overcoat he had a specially designed, 9-inch-deep pocket in which was hidden a loaded pistol, and elsewhere on his person he carried a second pistol. The man’s thin, angular face should have been familiar to some of those within the Houses of Parliament that day, as over the past few weeks he had become a frequent visitor there, sitting in the gallery of the House of Commons and carefully examining the various members of the government through his opera glasses. No one had taken any particular notice of this quiet man nor sensed the deadly intent in his presence. At 5.00 pm on this day he walked to the lobby leading to the House of Commons and sat near the fireplace.


The business of Parliament that evening was a committee of the whole house inquiring into the Orders in Council that had placed embargoes upon French trade but that, as a result of the discomfort they were causing at home, many now wanted repealed. The place was not very busy, with only around 60 of the 658 members present. The House of Commons was in committee examining witnesses to find out whether, and if so by how much, people were suffering as a result of the Orders in Council. Mr Spencer Perceval, the Tory who held the positions of Prime Minister, or First Lord of The Treasury, and also Chancellor of the Exchequer, had not yet arrived, a fact that annoyed Henry Brougham, the member who had first brought forward the motion that had led to this Inquiry. Brougham was one of those arguing for the repeal of the Orders. As he prepared to speak, he complained that this was the second occasion on which Mr Perceval had failed to arrive at the appointed time of 4.30 pm. He informed the Secretary of the Treasury that he would begin anyway and conclude his examination of the first witness, Mr Robert Hamilton, a potter from Stoke-on-Trent, who was arguing that the Orders in Council were ruining his trade and should be repealed.


Spencer Perceval had gained the respect of most of his colleagues at Westminster. ‘His character is completely established in the House of Commons; he has acquired an authority there beyond any minister in my recollection, except Mr Pitt,’ was what one future Prime Minister, Liverpool, wrote of him to another, Wellington.1 ‘The country can never be under the direction of a more honourable and virtuous man,’ wrote another contemporary.2


By five o’clock, those members present in the House of Commons were listening to the Member of Parliament for Grinstead, Mr James Stephen, cross-examining the witness, Mr Hamilton. In the House of Lords the peers were finishing off other business before also proceeding to discuss the Orders in Council. By now the Prime Minister was on his way. It was a fine, sunny, May evening, and he had decided to dismiss his carriage and travel on foot from No. 10 Downing Street to the Palace of Westminster. As he walked along Parliament Street he was met by a messenger from the Secretary of the Treasury reminding him of the Inquiry proceeding in the House of Commons and informing him of Mr Brougham’s complaint about his late arrival. On being told this, the Prime Minister quickened his walking pace. Around 5.15 pm he arrived at the Houses of Parliament.


He entered the building and walked down the corridor towards the lobby entrance to the House of Commons. He handed his coat to the officer positioned outside the doors to the lobby. William Jerdan, a journalist, was just about to enter the lobby. He pushed the right-hand panel of the high folding doors, knowing that the left-hand panel was usually locked in place. Behind him he noticed the Prime Minister approaching with his ‘light and lithesome step’.3 He greeted him and received a typically gracious greeting and smile in reply. Jerdan stood aside to allow Mr Perceval to enter.


As Perceval entered the lobby a number of people were gathered around.4 Most turned to look at him as he came through the doorway. No one noticed as the quiet man stood up from his place beside the fireplace and removed the concealed pistol from his inner pocket. Neither did they notice as he walked calmly towards the Prime Minister. When he was close enough, he fired his pistol directly at Mr Perceval’s chest. There was a moment of shocked silence around the lobby in response to the bright flash, the intense sound and the odour of gun powder. The Prime Minister staggered forward before falling to the ground, calling out as he did: ‘I am murdered!’5


William Smith, the MP for Norwich, who had not seen the Prime Minister enter, turned around on hearing the sound of the shot and, at first, did not know who this man was who had fallen face down on the ground in front of him. It was only when he and Mr Francis Phillips, from Longsight Hall near Manchester, turned the victim over onto his back that Smith recognised the face of the Prime Minister.


Those inside the chamber of the House of Commons had also heard the loud shot ring out, followed by the sound of a disturbance. Some members left the chamber immediately and ran in the direction of the commotion, while others attempted to continue stoically with their business. Eventually the shocking news began to filter back to the chamber that someone had been shot. The confusion mounted until there was no option but to suspend the business of the House.


The sound of the shot also disturbed the business of the House of Lords, situated on the other side of the lobby. After the shot, the Peers heard a chilling shout come from outside the chamber: ‘Mr Perceval is shot.’ An official ran in to inform them of what had happened. Many of them crowded around the man to listen to his account. On hearing the news, everyone but Lord Chancellor Eldon and three bishops rushed out into the lobby to see for themselves.


Mr Smith and Mr Phillips, assisted by a number of others, carried Mr Perceval into the Speaker’s apartments, where they placed him in a sitting position on a table, supporting him on either side. He had not uttered a single word since falling on the floor of the lobby, and the only noises to have emanated from him since had been ‘a few convulsive sobs’. After a short time Mr Smith, on failing to find any perceptible sign of a pulse, came to the terrible conclusion that the Prime Minister was dead.


Mr William Lynn, a surgeon from No. 15 Great George Street, arrived on the scene and soon confirmed that Smith was correct. The surgeon noted that there was blood all over the Prime Minister’s coat and white waistcoat. He examined the body and found ‘a wound of skin about over the fourth rib on the left side near the breastbone’. It was obvious that this was where the large pistol ball had entered. He probed an instrument into the wound and found that ‘it had passed obliquely downwards and inwards in the direction of the heart’.6 The wound was more than 3 inches deep, and he was in no doubt but that it had caused Mr Perceval’s death. The Prime Minister was not yet 50 years of age and left behind his wife, Jane, and twelve children.
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Chapter 2


‘I ADMIT THE FACT’


In the aftermath of the shooting, as chaos erupted in the lobby and people rushed to the scene, the assassin had not attempted to escape but had instead returned to his place near the fire and sat down. People eventually regained their senses enough to start shouting out: ‘Who did it?’ William Jerdan, the journalist who had entered the lobby directly behind the Prime Minister, noticed Mr Eastaff, a clerk of the Vote Office, pointing to a man beside the fire and saying: ‘That is the murderer.’ Henry Burgess, a solicitor from Mayfair, also heard the same claim and approached the man. Jerdan grabbed him by the collar while Burgess took the pistol. The weapon in question was described as ‘a small pocket pistol, about six inches long, the barrel rather better than two inches in length, with the cock on the top, and a stop to the trigger. The calibre … nearly half an inch in diameter, and the barrel very strong.’1


As they disarmed the man, they met with no resistance. Jerdan noticed large drops of sweat running down the suspect’s pallid face. His chest heaved as if in a strained effort to breathe, causing him to strike it with his hand a number of times in an attempt to get relief.2 By this time he was surrounded by a group of angry and very agitated men. When Burgess asked him why he had done such a thing, he answered simply: ‘Want of redress of grievances.’ General Isaac Gascoyne grabbed him so violently that the man called out: ‘You need not press me. I submit myself to justice.’ The man then identified himself: ‘I am the unfortunate man – I wish I were in Mr Perceval’s place. My name is John Bellingham. It is a private injury – I know what I have done. It was a denial of justice on the part of Government.’3


The man who had identified himself as John Bellingham also freely admitted that he had another loaded pistol concealed on his person. This weapon, which was primed and loaded with one ball, was confiscated by the journalist Vincent Dowling. At 27 years of age, Dowling realised that he was witnessing the story of the century. As he looked at John Bellingham’s face, Dowling now realised that he had seen this man many times before in the visitors’ gallery of the House of Commons. He remembered that the assassin had, on a number of occasions, asked him the names of various members of the Cabinet as they contributed to debates. He remembered, in particular, one occasion when Bellingham had asked him to point out Mr Ryder, the Home Secretary: ‘Bellingham looked at him through a glass, with great attention; and afterwards on Mr Ryder’s sitting down, desired Mr D[owling] to point him out again, which he also did, when Bellingham said, “Now I cannot mistake him when we meet.”’4


Among the assortment of objects found in his pockets were a small penknife, a bunch of keys, a pencil, a guinea in gold and his opera glasses. He also had in his possession a bundle of papers bound with red tape. These papers were obviously very important to him as, at first, he did not want to hand them over. He held them high above his head in an attempt to protect them. They were taken from him, and Joseph Hume wrapped them in paper upon which he placed his own seal before they were sent to the Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh.


Bellingham was then marched into the Chamber of the House of Commons and up to the bar to face the Speaker. However, it was decided that he could not be questioned there, as he was not yet formally in legal custody. The Speaker ordered that he be brought instead to the Prison Room of the Serjeant-at-Arms, where he could be legally questioned by any Members of Parliament who were Middlesex magistrates. It was agreed that, in order to avoid the danger of the prisoner being rescued by some of his accomplices, he would not be brought back through the lobby but would instead be transported ‘through the private avenues round the House’.5 Such was the fear of an attempted escape that Mr Whitbread, Mr Long and Mr Bootle were sent ahead to make sure that the way was clear of insurgents.6 The House of Commons was then duly adjourned.


The House of Lords reassembled and the Lord Chancellor addressed the House with the words:





I am not certain, my lords, whether what I am now about to suggest is in exact conformity with the orders of your lordships’ House; but there may be occasions when a rigid adherence to orders, established for the convenience of ordinary business, may lead to the greatest disorder. I have just been informed of a most melancholy and atrocious event, which has happened in the lobby of the other House. In this situation, I feel it my duty to apprise your lordships, that I shall take care to give the proper directions to the officers, that none go out of the doors of this House of Parliament till we have been fully satisfied that they have not the means of doing farther mischief.7





The Duke of Cumberland put it on the record that he had seen the Right Hon. Spencer Perceval wounded and lying dead in the Speaker’s chamber, with a surgeon and several other persons standing around him. Richard Taylor, senior doorkeeper of the House of Commons and witness to the terrible event, was questioned for the record. He established that he had seen the pistol, heard the shot and saw the Prime Minister fall. Before the Lords adjourned they agreed an address to be presented forthwith to the Prince Regent regarding the events of the day:





the House had heard with horror of the attack made upon, and the assassination of the right hon. Spencer Perceval, one of his Majesty’s most honourable privy council, and praying that his Royal Highness would be graciously pleased to direct such steps to be taken as he should deem expedient for the apprehension of the offender or offenders.8





Bellingham was brought, without a struggle, to the Prison Room for his examination. The room soon became so overcrowded that the door had to be locked, which left a large and disgruntled crowd outside. The chair for the examination was taken by Harvey Christian Combe MP from London, assisted by Michael Angelo Taylor MP and William Watson, Serjeant-at-Arms of the House of Lords. Witnesses began to give their evidence, including a number of people who had been in the lobby at the time of the shooting: Mr Henry Burgess from Mayfair, Mr Michael Sexton of No. 12, China Row, Lambeth, Mr Francis Romilly, a clerk working at 56 Gower Street. Meanwhile, a Bow Street Officer was dispatched to search John Bellingham’s lodgings at 9 New Millman Street. Sir John Coxe Hippisley MP warned Bellingham ‘not to say anything to criminate himself’.


The suspect listened calmly to the evidence being presented and seemed to agree with most of it apart from qualifying a number of small points of detail. He contradicted Burgess’s evidence by saying: ‘Perhaps Mr Burgess was less agitated than I was, but I think he took the pistol from my hand, and not from the bench under me.’9 Of the force used by General Gascoyne in restraining him, he said that he had feared his arm would be broken. Gascoyne in his evidence stated that he was acquainted with the suspect. He said that he had seen him often and ‘had received many petitions and memorials from him respecting some claims upon government …’. For the most part Bellingham remained calm and unemotional throughout the examination. The only time he was seen to shed tears was when Francis Phillips made the comment: ‘I supported Mr Perceval into the secretary’s room, and in a few minutes he died in my arms.’10


The Bow Street Officer returned from Bellingham’s lodgings, with a package of things he had found tied up in a handkerchief. This was given to Lord Castlereagh to be produced later at Bellingham’s trial. Bellingham defended his action with the words:





I have admitted the fact – I admit the fact, but wish, with permission, to state something in my justification. I have been denied the redress of my grievances by Government; I have been ill-treated. They all know who I am, and what I am, through the Secretary of State and Mr Beckett, with whom I have had frequent communications. They knew of this fact six weeks ago, through the Magistrates of Bow Street … I … have sought redress in vain. I am a most unfortunate man and feel here … sufficient justification for what I have done.11





He was informed by Lord Castlereagh that this was not the time for a defence of his actions, but merely for a contradiction of the accusation of murder, if one was merited. In reply, Bellingham said: ‘Since it seems best to you that I should not now explain the causes of my conduct, I will leave it until the day of my trial, when my country will have an opportunity of judging whether I am right or wrong.’12


When the examination was concluded, two Bow Street Officers handcuffed him. He asked that his money be returned to him, but, since Burgess had already left with it, he was promised that it would be returned in the morning. This he accepted.


As the news of this terrible occurrence began to spread, there was a growing sense of fear. Many people believed that John Bellingham’s heinous act represented only the initial blow in a more widespread outbreak of anarchic violence and rebellion to come. There had already been evidence that the lower classes in society were ready to rise up in violent revolt. It was well recognised that the poor state of the economy, the war with France and the hardship caused by the Orders in Council, among other issues, were leading to unrest in the country. In Lord Holland’s words: ‘All expressed horror; some few seemed to ponder on the changes likely to ensue, and more were manifesting apprehension that the crime was connected with extensive designs, and the result of conspiracies which the state of the country rendered by no means improbable.’13


The sheriffs went to the Mansion House, where they had an urgent meeting with the Lord Mayor and a number of magistrates regarding ‘the steps necessary to be taken for the tranquillity of the city’.14 Consequently, the mail coaches were delayed so that instructions could be prepared for dispatch to numerous authorities around the country; the Foot Guards, the City Militia and the Horse Guards were all called out to maintain order; the doors of Westminster were locked and guarded.


To add to these fears of insurrection, around eight o’clock, when a coach arrived at the iron gates in Lower Palace Yard to transport the assassin to Newgate Prison, a large and noisy mob had assembled. It soon became evident that this crowd was interested not in attacking the assassin, but actually in freeing him. A number of people climbed onto the coach and tried to open the door, mistakenly thinking that the assassin was already inside. They cheered for him, many thinking that he was the radical Member of Parliament Sir Francis Burdett. In the end, things grew so heated that the coach had to be sent away and the mob forced back by a party of Life Guards.


It was around midnight before Bellingham could finally be taken out, handcuffed, through the Speaker’s Court and on to Newgate Prison by means of a coach well guarded by Dragoon Guards. He was accompanied by Lord Clive, whose coach was used for the transportation, Michael Angelo Taylor who had committed him, Stephen Lavender the Chief Constable of Police and a King’s Messenger called Mr Ross.15


At Newgate Prison John Bellingham was received by the Keeper, or Head Gaoler, John Addison Newman. He was put in irons, and placed in the cell beside the chapel.16 The cell had a stone floor and was doubled ironed; its door was guarded throughout the night by two keepers and the principal turnkey. Their newest prisoner was quiet and not in the least troublesome. He took refreshment and went to bed. It was noticed, with some surprise, that he fell asleep promptly. He was able to do so clear in his mind that his actions had been justified and that he would soon be found not guilty of any crime.
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Chapter 3


‘LITTLE P’


King George III’s Prime Minister, Spencer Perceval, a man of firm religious principles and reactionary politics, now lay dead at Westminster. Perceval had been born into Hanoverian Britain on 1 November 1762 at Audley Square, London. The Perceval family was one with a long and distinguished lineage. An ancestor, Richard Perceval, born in 1550, is credited with deciphering the dispatches that gave Queen Elizabeth I vital intelligence about the imminent threat from the Spanish Armada. Richard began the family’s long association with Ireland by acquiring large estates there.1 His son, Philip, added to this by acquiring another 100,000 acres of land in Ireland during the reign of Charles I.


Spencer Perceval was not the first member of his family to die a violent death. On 5 June 1677 an ancestor of Perceval’s fell victim to a murderer’s knife. This young man, Robert Perceval, who was around 20 years of age, was in London studying law under his uncle, Sir Robert Southwell. Ironically, he had told his uncle some days earlier about a bloody premonition of his death that he had experienced during his sleep. Robert was, it seems, not averse to conflict, as he had already been involved in, and survived, nineteen duels. On the night of his murder Robert noticed that he was being followed from place to place as he went around town on his night’s entertainment. At each establishment he visited, he saw the same man waiting in the porch for him to emerge. He decided to approach the stranger and ask him what he wanted, only to be told by the man that he was attending to his own business. When Robert informed his friends about this, they wanted to send a footman to accompany him, but he refused the offer.


The trouble began at eleven o’clock, when, as he was entering a tavern in the Strand, he was attacked and injured by a number of men. He survived this attack with only slight wounds. He walked into the tavern, ordered a glass of brandy, wiped some blood from his sword and tied his handkerchief around a bleeding wound on his leg. He told his friends that his attackers were ‘persons who bore him an old grudge’.2 He told them that he had dealt with the villains and once again refused to accept any protection. Later that night Robert’s dead body was found under the May pole in the Strand by the watchman. It was believed that he had been killed elsewhere and his body moved to its final location. It was hoped that a hat sporting a bunch of ribbons, which had been found beside the body, would point to the identity of the murderers. In the end, however, despite all investigations, no shortage of enemies who could have been responsible, and a proclamation by the King, the crime went unsolved.


The nephew of the murdered Robert Perceval was Spencer Perceval’s grandfather, Sir John Perceval, born in Cork, Ireland, in 1683. He was created 1st Earl of Egmont in the peerage of Ireland in 1733. He served as a Member of Parliament and became a Privy Counsellor at the time of Queen Anne. He played a significant part in founding the colony of Georgia in America and became its first President in 1732.


Spencer Perceval’s father, John Perceval, was born in 1711. Having served in the Irish Parliament as a very young man, he was elected to the House of Commons in 1741, as a representative of the Borough of Westminster. In 1748 he succeeded to the Earldom of Egmont on the death of his father. He was created Lord Lovel and Holland in the peerage of England in 1762 and took his seat in the House of Lords.3 He served as First Lord of the Admiralty in 1763-6. Following on from the influence of his father in the American colonies, he acquired 10,000 acres of land in Florida. His influence in the colonies is attested to by the naming in his honour of Egmont Island and Egmont Key in Florida and also Port Egmont in the Falkland Islands. His promotion of Captain Cook’s endeavours was recognised when Cook renamed Taranaki mountain in New Zealand for him as Mount Egmont in 1770.


Perceval’s father married twice. The 2nd Earl’s first wife was Lady Catherine Cecil, daughter of the 5th Earl of Salisbury, whom he married in 1737. They went on to have five sons and two daughters. Lady Catherine died in 1752, and in 1756 the Earl married his second wife, Catherine Compton, third daughter of the Hon. Charles Compton. Catherine had been born near Lisbon in Portugal in 1731. She was created Baroness Arden of Lohort Castle in County Cork in Ireland in 1770.4


They had three sons and six daughters. Perceval was the second son born of this union. He was christened Spencer after his mother’s brother and his uncle, Spencer Compton, who was later the 8th Earl of Northampton.


Perceval’s half-brother from his father’s first marriage, John James Perceval, later succeeded to the titles of Earl of Egmont and Lord Lovel and Holland, while his elder full biological brother, Charles George, inherited the title Lord Arden of Lohort from their mother. Spencer himself, at 1 year and 10 months, was granted the second reversion to the sinecure of Registrar of the High Court of the Admiralty. He would not, however, inherit a title and one day would have to earn a living.


During his early years the young Perceval lived a comfortable life with his family in the village of Charlton, Kent. His father had taken Charlton House, to be in close proximity to the dockyards in his capacity as First Lord of the Admiralty. The house, built during the reign of James I, was Gothic in style, with a spacious courtyard circled by a row of old Cypress trees, in which the children loved to play. In December 1770 the secure world of the 8-year-old Spencer Perceval was shattered, when his father died suddenly while staying at his town house in Pall Mall. The 2nd Earl of Egmont was only 59 years of age. Two years later this loss was added to by the deaths of his siblings Henry and Ann, both of whom were said to have succumbed to sore throats.


In 1774 ‘Little P’, as Perceval was called by Lord Eldon because of his small, thin stature, was sent to Harrow School, where he proved to be a diligent student, winning many prizes and becoming a school monitor.5 After leaving Harrow in 1779, he went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, where he won the College Declamation Prize for English. His sense of duty and justice, which characterised his life, is demonstrated by the anecdote that once, when he forgot to cast a vote for a candidate in an election as he had promised, he insisted on paying the candidate the salary he would have earned from the office.6 It was during his time at Cambridge that he became an evangelical Christian. He was awarded his MA in 1782.


It was now time for Perceval to settle on a career. As his chosen field was the law, he went to Lincoln’s Inn to become a student at the Inns of Court. It was during his period there that personal tragedy struck once again when his mother, Baroness Arden, developed a bad cough and died in June 1784.7 While attending to his legal studies, Perceval became an active member of the debating society known as the ‘Crown and Rolls’. Here he gained the kind of valuable experience that honed those oratorical skills he would later require in the House of Commons.


Called to the Bar in 1786, he began to practise law on the midland circuit using his brother’s old chambers at No. 20 Field Gate Court and Kitchen Garden Row. At first the financial situation was not easy for him, and he had to live a frugal existence taking account of every penny.8 He seems to have been liked by his colleagues, with Samuel Romilly praising ‘his excellent temper, his engaging manners, and his sprightly conversation’ and William Windham writing that ‘Perceval is a young lawyer, and from his quickness and acuteness likely, I should think, to be some time or other a distinguished man’.9


Perceval and his brother Charles fell in love with a pair of sisters, the daughters of Sir Thomas Spencer-Wilson, Member of Parliament for Sussex, who held the Lordship of the Manor of Charlton. With his superior prospects and wealth as the future Lord Arden, Charles was able to wed the elder sister, Margaretta Elizabeth, in 1787. But Perceval’s interest in Jane Wilson, with his meagre income and prospects, was not welcomed by her family with the same enthusiasm. Undeterred, the lovers waited until Jane reached the age of 21 in 1790 and got married secretly while she was on a visit to relatives in East Grinstead in Sussex. Perceval was 28 years of age. The bride presented herself at the wedding ceremony wearing her riding attire.10 If it is true that the father knew nothing of the marriage in advance, he soon came to accept it. Perceval himself wrote of their first reunion following the nuptials:





Mrs P. and myself have been to Charlton, on Sir T[homas]’s invitation, and were received with all the kindness and warmth that a very affectionate parent (as he certainly is) could bestow on his daughter. He also has told me that he will make up her fortune, just what it would have been had she married with his consent, and was not satisfied till he made us repeatedly assure him that we were convinced we had his full forgiveness … In short everything that I could have wished and much more than I could have expected, has concurred to make the step I have just taken the happiest and most prosperous event of my life.11





The marriage was to prove a happy one and would later produce six sons and six daughters, to whom Perceval was devoted. But in these early years the young couple had to face financial difficulties and they were forced to take relatively humble lodgings over a carpet shop in Bedford Row, London.


Their financial situation did improve slowly. Perceval had been appointed Deputy Recorder of Northampton around 1790 with the assistance of his grandfather, Lord Northampton. He was also appointed a commissioner of bankrupts and in 1791 obtained two sinecures in the Mint: Surveyor of the Meltings and Clerk of the Irons. This brought him £123 per annum.12 In addition, more legal work was coming in all the time. As a junior counsel he was involved in the trials of Tom Paine in 1792 and Horne Tooke in 1794. In 1794, with the help of his brother Charles, Perceval was appointed counsel to the Board of Admiralty.


Perceval’s publication in 1791 of a pamphlet on the constitutional issues surrounding the impeachment of Warren Hastings had brought him to the attention of the politicians, most notably the Prime Minister, William Pitt the Younger. In January 1796 Pitt formally offered him the position of Chief Secretary for Ireland:





Mr Pelham’s declining to return to Ireland has produced a vacancy in the situation of the Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant. You will easily believe how important an object it is to us to find a successor whom we think qualified for the post; and, on the fullest consideration, the Duke of Portland and Lord Camden, as well as myself, are fully satisfied that such an object cannot be more completely obtained than if you can be prevailed upon to undertake the task. I do not know how far you may have formed a determination to adhere to your professional pursuits, or whether there may be any other considerations to prevent your listening to this proposal. But, if that should not be the case, I can with great sincerity assure you that your acceptance would, in all our opinions, contribute very essentially to the public service, as well as to the personal satisfaction of all those with whom you would have to act …13





On the grounds of financial necessity Perceval decided to decline the offer. ‘If I had no interests to consider but my own,’ he said in his reply, ‘I should not from any private motive hesitate to accept it.’14 He was concerned about supporting his young family and, consequently, felt he could not abandon his developing legal career. By 1796 he had three daughters and two sons to support. They had, by now, moved from the rather cramped conditions over the carpet shop to purchase a house at No. 59 Lincoln’s Inn Fields for £4,500.15 Instead of accepting the position in Ireland, he asked Pitt for permission to approach Lord Loughborough, the Lord Chancellor, about furthering his claim to be made a King’s Counsel.16 He achieved this in February 1796, when he was elected a Bencher of the Inn at the age of 34. But, notwithstanding his love of the law, the allure of politics would not evade him for long.
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Chapter 4


ENTRY INTO POLITICS


In 1796 Perceval’s first cousin, Lord Crompton, succeeded to the Earldom of Northampton and vacated his seat in the House of Commons. In May, at the ensuing by-election, Perceval was selected as MP in his place and that result was reaffirmed at the general election that followed shortly afterwards. It was the beginning of a career that would see him returned to the House of Commons without a contest at the general elections of 1802, 1806 and 1807 and also when he had to seek re-election after being appointed to an office in the government on three occasions. He continued to pursue his legal career alongside his duties in Parliament. The Percevals now had the funds to rent a country residence, Belsize House in Hampstead. This property did not work out too well for them, however, as, although the house was large and inexpensive, it was in poor condition and Perceval came to regard it as ‘a miserable hole’.1


Perceval was entering Parliament at a momentous time in British history, as the kingdom was involved in what was to be a long and difficult war against the French. Britain became one of the countries involved in the so-called First Coalition in the war against France. By 1799 France’s greatest general, Napoleon Bonaparte, had seized power, and Britain was at war as part of the Second Coalition, which it had been instrumental in bringing together. Perceval was a strong supporter of the war. It was to continue throughout his time in Parliament. Indeed, at times, it would challenge the very survival of the country itself.2


The figure of the small, thin man with a pale complexion, usually dressed in black, would soon become familiar to those around the corridors of Westminster. He was described in a rather derogatory manner, by Sydney Smith, as ‘the Sallow Surveyor of the Mints’ and the ‘Sepulchral Spencer Perceval’.3 His slight figure would lead Sheridan to refer to him in verse:





I, the chance poet of an idle hour,


With thee in verse will battle, when …


Spencer Perceval shall challenge Cribb.4





This would be recognisable to contemporaries as a humorous reference to Perceval’s small size and slight build, as Tom Cribb was the bareknuckle boxing champion of England.


By political temperament Perceval was conservative: ‘I am sorry to say that we live at a time when to be unprecedented and paradoxical is to have no mean title … when men adopt opinions as they choose their dresses, according to the mode of the hour; when nothing is followed but what is fashionable and nothing esteemed fashionable but what is new …’.5


His religion was very important to him, informing his philosophy of life and his actions. He was an evangelical Anglican and genuine in the observance of his Christian duties, praying daily with his family. One writer even went as far as describing him as ‘Christianity personified’.6 He gave generously to charity and disliked pursuits such as gambling and hunting, seeing them as a waste of time and money that could be more honourably used in helping the needy.7 It was his opinion that adultery should be considered a crime. His record, however, shows little done to alleviate the suffering of the disadvantaged in society, such as the children forced to work long gruelling hours in factories. But he did advocate and support the abolition of the slave trade.8


He was a great admirer and supporter of the Tory Prime Minister, William Pitt the Younger. Pitt, whose father had also served as Prime Minister, had become Britain’s youngest ever to hold the position at the age of 24 in 1783. He was the pre-eminent statesman of his era. He, like Perceval, had studied at Cambridge, was the younger son of a peer and a lawyer by profession. He was not abstemious like Perceval, however, having been prescribed a bottle of port a day as a cure for gout at the age of 14; he continued the habit right throughout his life.


Perceval supported Pitt in his determination to continue the war against France and also in his desire to forge a political union with Ireland, but he could never support the Prime Minister in trying to introduce Catholic emancipation. Catholics at the time were excluded, by law, from a whole range of rights and privileges, including a seat in Parliament, the office of Lord Lieutenant and many other military and legal positions. Perceval’s political attitudes, especially those regarding Ireland and his opposition to Catholicism, were informed by his fervent evangelical support for the Church of England. In the aftermath of the French Revolution many feared that there would be a move towards a similar event in Britain. It was particularly felt that the ideas of the revolution would take root in Ireland and that the country would be used as the base for a wider insurrection. It was true that the war against France had led to a hope among Irish revolutionaries that France would be willing to send an army to Ireland.9 These fears were realised when an expedition led by General Hoche headed for Ireland in 1796, only to be prevented from landing by a fierce storm off the coast. Another expedition, led by General Humbert, which was defeated by government forces in County Mayo in 1798, was supposed to support a countrywide insurrection organised by the group called the ‘United Irishmen’. In the end the insurrection managed to make any serious impression only in County Wexford.


While Perceval was a dedicated opponent of Catholic emancipation, he claimed to be a supporter of religious toleration.10 His religious stance has, however, led to accusations of bigotry being laid against him. For example, the Edinburgh Review would later write of him: ‘His religious feelings were mingled with so much bigotry that he was quite incapable of viewing the claims of the Catholics with the eye of a statesman.’11 He consistently opposed all attempts to increase funding to the college for Catholic priests in Maynooth, Ireland.
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