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SINKING FUND.





I have

repeatedly stated, and, I think, proved, that our sinking fund does not at all

lessen the national debt; that it has not the least tendency to lessen that

debt; and that the words, reduce, redeem, liquidate, &c. &c. as applied

to the effects of that fund, are totally misapplied, and are intended to

deceive the people, or, which is more likely to be the case, are made use of

from the deception under which those who make use of them do themselves

labour.—My position is this: that as the national debt is felt by the people

only in the interest, which they are annually called upon to provide in taxes,

the amount of that interest is the only measure of the magnitude of the debt;

and, that, as the operation of the sinking fund has not, and cannot, lessen the

amount of the interest, it cannot lessen the magnitude of the debt. We are

told, that the Sinking Fund has accumulated to such an extent, that it has

already redeemed 70 millions of the debt. But, how has it redeemed it? How can

these 70 millions be said to be redeemed, while we have annually to pay

interest on them? So long as we have to pay interest upon the whole of the

debt, what is it to us, whether we pay it to individuals or into the hands of

ministerial Commissioners? What signifies the name that we give to it, whether

redeemed or unredeemed debt, so that we are still compelled to pay the interest

upon it; so that it lies just as heavy upon us, as it would have done, if no

trick, like that of the Sinking Fund, had been devised? This is so evident to

every man of common sense, that the people in generel (I may say nine hundred

and ninety-nine out of every thousand) have entertained hopes of relief from

the Sinking Fund, only because they understood, and firmly believe, that the

effect of that fund was gradually to lessen the amount of the interest and

expenses, which constitute the annual charge on account of the national debt,

and consequently to lessen the taxes raised upon them on account of debt. Into

this error they were deluded by the use, or rather abuse of words, which had

never before been used but for the purpose of expressing the act of making a

real diminution in the quantity of the thing spoken of. When they were told,

that the sinking fund was to reduce, to redeem, to liquidate, to clear off, to

pay off, &c. &c. such and such portions of the national debt annually,

how were they to avoid supposing, that the interest of the debt would go on

diminishing with the principal? This they did believe, and this they do, for

the far greater part, believe now. They feel, indeed, that the taxes come on

them incessantly; but, they ascribe this to any thing rather than the national

debt, because most of them, even down to footmen and chambermaids, have

something in the funds. So general is the persuasion, that the sinking fund

reduces the interest of the debt, that, no longer than about eighteen months

ago, the fact was asserted to me by a merchant of considerable eminence, and

one who possessed at the time from thirty to forty thousand pounds in funded

property. When I insisted, that the sinking fund produced no relief to us; that

it did not, and would not, in the least lessen the annual charge upon us on

account of interest of the debt; he not only expressed his astonishment, but

contested the point with me, till I brought him to my house, and showed him the

accounts, where he saw, that, since the year 1791, the annual interest

(including charges) of the national debt, had gone on increasing from 10 to

25,000,000l., and that the sinking fund had not tended to check its increase

even in the smallest degree; where he was all the stock still continue in

existence, just the same as if there had been no sinking fund, only that part

of it was said to be held by government commissioners instead of being held by

individuals, but that interest must still, he clearly saw, be continued to be

paid upon it all, or else the whole of the paper fabric would instantly vanish.

Now, if a person like this was so completely deceived, what must we naturally

suppose to be the case with the public in general?




In

America they pursue a different course. They have measures for reducing their

debt; really reducing it; and they are reducing it accordingly. When Mr.

Gallatin Ref. 002 tells the Congress that there is an “annual

appropriation of 8,000,000 of dollars for the payment of the principal and

interest of the public debt,” he tells them, at the same time, that 3,700,000

of those dollars are to be “applied to the redemption of the principal;” that

is, to the real redemption of the principal; to the discharge of it; to the

paying of the holders for it; to the taking of it up and destroying it. It is

truly a shame to employ so many different phrases to express what is equally

well expressed in one word, in the word redeem only; but, the fault is not

mine; that word, as well as all others of nearly the same signification, have

been so abused, their meaning has been so perverted; they are become so

equivocal, in consequence of the use that has been made of them with regard to

the Pitt sinking fund, that they are, upon subjects of this sort, no longer

capable of filling their former places, or of performing their proper

functions.




The Americans

do, I say, really reduce their national debt. They raise a sum of money in

taxes annually, and they redeem with it as much stock as it will purchase.

Really redeem it. They buy it, pay for it, take the evidences of it from the

individual holders, they throw those evidences in the fire; that which they

have so redeemed is no longer in existence, and, of course, they no longer pay

interest upon it. This is redeeming; but, can we be said to redeem; we, who

continue to pay interest upon all the stock, just the same as if we had no

sinking fund?




But, the

fact is, that the original intention of our sinking fund, as expressed in the

act of parliament, by which it was established, and which was passed in the

year 1786, was somewhat similar to the plan pursued in America. Not so good,

indeed; but, in principle, bearing some analogy to it. It provided for the

redeeming, I mean (good reader, have patience with me!) I mean real redeeming,

of a portion of the debt, when the annual income of the fund should amount to

4,000,000l. It did not, like the American plan, raise a sum of money every

year, lay it out in stock, destroy the stock, and take from the taxes the

amount of the interest before wanted for the said stock. It was not so simple,

satisfactory and efficient as this plan; but it afforded some foundation for a

rational hope that an alleviation of burdens would arise from it. The

commissioners, to whom was to be entrusted the management of it, were to keep

it accumulating, till the interest upon it, or, in other words, the amount

annually paid by the people on account of it, should amount to 4,000,000l. Then

it was to cease accumulating, and its 4,000,000l. a year were thenceforth to be

applied to the real redeeming of the debt; that is to say to the purchasing of

stock, upon which stock interest was no longer to be paid by the people. The

words of the act, as touching this point, are “the dividends” [that is the

quarterly interest] “due on such parts of the principal stock, as shall

thenceforth be paid off by the said commissioners, shall no longer be issued at

the Exchequer, but shall be considered as redeemed by parliament.” Yes; that

would have been real redeeming; but, if such an effect was required in order to

justify the application of the word redeem, with what propriety do the

ministers now apply that word to the effect of the sinking fund, which effect,

in consequence of subsequent alterations in the plan of the sinking fund, and

particularly the last that was made, never can, according even to the calculations

of the ministers themselves, take place till about forty or fifty years hence?

What front, then, does it require; what a reliance on the forbearance or

ignorance or impotence or servility of others does it require to enable the

advocates for the act of 1786 now to speak of, and to state in writing, as

stock redeemed, that stock upon which the dividends (that is to say, the

interest) are still issued at the Exchequer!




The

great alteration, or rather the total abandonment, of the original plan of our

sinking fund, took place in the year 1802, and in the act which was passed on

the 22nd of June in that year, that is, stat. 42nd of the King, c. 72, wherein

the former act, as far as related to the real redeeming provision, was

repealed; and the stock purchased, and to be purchased, by the commissioners

was made to remain unredeemed, the interest still being to be paid on it, as it

now is. The merit of the original plan was questionable. It was, I think,

pretty evident, that, unless we began to extinguish at once, as the Americans

did, we never could do it afterwards; and, that which might have been foreseen

has now proved to be the case. The sums paid quarterly from the Exchequer into

the hands of the commissioners, answer no other end than that of keeping up the

price of the funds, by creating a demand for stock, a considerable purchase of

which the commissioners are, by law, obliged to make every week. So that, in

fact, the 6,000,000l. a year, which Mr. Pitt tells us the sinking fund

produces, is, so much money raised yearly in taxes, for the purpose of enabling

the minister to make such purchases in the stockmarket as shall prevent the

commodity from falling to a degree that would blow up the system; upon exactly

the same principle that the old woman sent her daughter on before her to market

with money to buy up other people’s eggs, in order to keep up the price of

those that she was about to bring in her basket.




The

difference in the American sinking fund and that of Mr. Pitt is fully shown in

their different effects. The American general government began in 1789-90 with

a debt of 70,000,000 of dollars. The sum annually required for interests and

charges was about 3,300,000 dollars; and such their annual charge on account of

debt remains to this day. But, observe, that they have, during the 14 years,

made new loans to the amount of about 40,000,000 of dollars; so that, it

appears, they have, during the 14 years, actually redeemed extinguished, and

destroyed, about 40,000,000l. of debt. They borrowed money for the armament

against France; for that against Algiers and Tripoli; and, lately, to the

amount of 13,000,000 of dollars for the purchase of Louisiana, for which

13,000,000 they have, of course, value received. Yet, their annual charge on

account of debt has been kept down to what it originally was, by means of the

sums which they have so judiciously appropriated for reducing the principal of

that debt. Ref. 003 But, what have we done? We, too, have been

making new loans; but, have we paid off, have we extinguished, have we

destroyed any part of the principal of the debt? Not a single pound’s worth of

it. We still pay interest upon the whole of the stock that was in existence in

1786, and also upon the whole of the stock that has been created since that time.

In 1786, the total capital of the debt was 259 millions, and the annual

interest and charges amounted to 9,000,000l. At December, 1803 (for the last

year’s account is not yet delivered), the total of the capital was

588,000,000l., and the annual interest and charges amounted to 25,000,000l. Let

any man show me, then, if he can, what advantage we derive, or are likely ever

to derive, from this sinking fund. What alleviation of burdens it produces, or

is likely to produce. Does not every one see the clear difference between the

American mode of reducing their debt, and our mode? That the former produces a

real reduction, and that the latter produces no reduction at all?




“In time

of peace,” some son of credulous hope will exclaim: “it will work miracles in time

of peace!” Not at all; for, supposing us never to make another loan, and

suppose peace to come to-morrow, the annual sum to be paid by us in taxes, on

account of debt, will remain just as great as it now is, as long as the present

pernicious system is persevered in.




But, is

it not madness to think of discontinuing to make loans, as long as this system

lasts? For this year the army, navy, ordnance and contingencies, are estimated

at little short of 40,000,000l. Does any one believe, that a peace now made, by

Mr. Pitt or by any body else, would much reduce this annual charge? Was the

annual charge much reduced during the last peace? Nay, were not loans made both

those years? And was not the annual charge on account of debt augmented in the

sum of 2,500,000l.? And, is it likely that a peace to diminish much our naval

and military expenses can now be made? The whole of the annual income of the

nation, war taxes included, does not now, and will not next year, amount to

more than 40,000,000l. The charge on account of the national debt alone, will

never again, as long as the Pitt system lasts, amount to less than 29,000,000l.

a year; leaving 11,000000l. a year for the purpose of defraying the expenses of

army, navy, ordnance and contingencies, which, as was before stated, now amount

to 40,000,000l. a year, and which none but a madman, or a fool, can hope to see

reduced to a sum less than about 25,000,000l. in time of peace, if peace should

be made now. Here, then, even upon the peace establishment. are 14,000,000l. a

year left to be raised by loans; and, observe, that this is supposing that all

the present war taxes, as they are termed, will (as they must) be rendered

permanent! Never, therefore, in peace or in war, can we again expect to see a

year pass over our heads without a new loan. What must those persons be, then,

who console themselves with the hope of the relief to be derived from the

operations of the Sinking Fund; that fund, that very fund, which, on a future

occasion, I think I shall be able to prove to be the principal cause of our

embarrassments and our dangers!




But, if,

upon a supposition that peace should be concluded this year, we are doomed to

make annual loans, what have we, as to this point, to expect as the

consequences of a six years’ longer continuation of the war? Such a

continuation would, in all probability, swell the annual charge on account of

debt to the amount of 40,000,000l., and, indeed, to a greater amount; that is,

to an amount equal to that of the whole present income, war taxes included,

leaving the whole of the expenses of the army, navy, &c. &c., to be

provided for by loans. Is it possible, I will ask any reasonable man, for the

state to exist, for the monarchy to stand, in such a state of things? And, is

it, then, not time for men, for public men, for legislators, for ministers, for

noblemen, and, above all, for princes, to think of making preparation for the

crisis; to consider of the means by which the stroke may, when it comes, be

prevented from subverting the throne and burying our liberties beneath its

ruins?——He who is disposed to smile at these apprehensions, should, before he

gives too much latitude to his mirth, consider seriously, whether there be, or

be not, any foundation for my opinions. He should look attentively at the

progress of the annual charge on account of debt; he should compare the present

amount of that charge with the annual amount of the national income; he should

estimate the probable duration of war, the probable yearly expenses of peace,

and the inevitable consequences of continuing to make annual loans in peace as

well as in war. He should look into the history of public debts; of currencies

depreciated; and should ask himself: What have invariably been the consequences

of a state of things, in which all contracts become nugatory, or, are binding

only to the destruction of right? When he has duly considered these things, let

him reflect on the consequences that might arise from an invasion, an

insurrection (even if confined to the capital), from combinations of different

descriptions of men, drawn together and pushed on in a desperate course by the

injuries arising from the disturbance of prices, occasioned by the increase,

and consequent degradation, of the currency. Ref. 004 And, let him

be well upon his guard against drawing a conclusion favourable to the Sinking

Fund, merely because he finds the theory of that project good; always

remembering, that that which is perfectly true in figures, may be completely

false in fact. Upon a point of this sort, Lord Lauderdale, in his admirable

work upon Public Wealth, has in Chapter IV. the following remark: “Lest the

reader should be disposed to think, with the generality of mankind, that what

is true in figures, and the result of accurate calculation, must be true in

practice, and possible in execution; he is desired to reflect, that one penny

put out, at our Saviour’s birth, at 5 per centum, compound interest, would,

before this time, have increased to a greater sum than could be contained in

five hundred millions of earths, all of solid gold; and that this is a

calculation as accurate, and as true, as any with which parliament has been

furnished in the progress of this delusion.” This chapter is upon the sinking

fund. Before his Lordship’s pen the smoky mists, raised by the Aucklands, the

George Roses, the Chalmerses, the Vansittarts, the Sinclairs, and other

dabblers in political economy, fly in every direction, leaving Mr. Pitt and his

project clearly exposed to every man who has common sense and a common degree of

discernment.




The

theory of the Sinking Fund must be considered separately from the practice. In

theory it is true that the national debt is in a course of redemption by means

of the Sinking Fund; in practice the same proposition is utterly false.——I shall,

on the first convenient occasion, return to this important subject; when I

intend to give a succinct history of the Sinking Fund, showing, as I proceed,

how its purposes, and the opinions of its advocates, have been continually upon

the shift. Particularly I shall endeavour to show the fallacy of the argument,

which is built upon the acknowledged and undeniable efficacy of a Sinking Fund

(founded upon a theory like that of the Public Sinking Fund) in clearing off

the mortgage upon a private estate. Much of the present deception arises from

the want of perceiving the fallacy of this comparison; by removing which,

therefore, we shall certainly make an advance towards the truth.


















 




STIPENDIARY CURATES.




The bill

now before parliament relative to the stipends of curates, who shall serve and

reside in parishes where the incumbent is lawfully excused from residence, is

intended principally to promote residence on the part of such curates; and, it

appears to be well calculated to effect its purpose. The bill provides, that,

in cases where the living exceeds in annual value 400l. a year, clear of all

expenses, the Bishop of the diocess is, by this bill, authorized to assign to

the resident curate a stipend not exceeding one-fifth of the annual value of

the living, provided, however, that the said one-fifth shall not exceed 250l. a

year; that where more than one curate is necessary, the Bishop may assign to

them both or altogether a stipend amounting to one-third of the clear annual

value of the living; that the Bishop shall have it in his power to direct where

the curate or curates shall personally reside, and, if he pleases, he may

direct the residence to be in the parsonage house, or, in lieu thereof, assign

him 20l. a year for a place of residence, to be paid by the incumbent. These

are the principal regulations; and, though it will be seen, that the bill gives

great discretionary powers to the Bishop, yet, it is to be hoped that they will

be exercised with wisdom and justice, and, no one can deny, I think, that such

powers must be lodged somewhere, or that the church will very soon fall under

the daily-increasing influence of the sectaries, who are spreading over every

part of the country, and whose pernicious progress can be checked only by a

vigilant clergy in the church, and, to be vigilant, they must reside.




The

objection urged to this bill, that it was unconstitutional, as it would place

the property of one man at the disposal of another, appears to me to have

arisen from an erroneous idea of the nature of that property which consists of

church benefices. The living of a clergyman seems to have been regarded as his

private property; but, that it cannot be so, in the usual meaning of those

words, must, I think, appear evident to every one, who, for a moment, looks

back to the origin of that property. A church was built by some proprietor of

the land, and the tithes of a certain district round the church were left by

that proprietor to the clergyman who should perform divine service there. This,

generally speaking, was the way in which parishes were formed; thus was this

sort of property created; and, though the laws regulating its distribution have

undergone great alterations, the nature of the property itself can never be

changed. We do, indeed, call a living private property, and this appellation is

countenanced by the fact of its being a freehold, and conferring the right of

voting at elections for members of parliament; but, if we take but a moment to

reflect, we always find the living inseparable from the clerical duties of the

possessor of the living; that the possession is a conditional one; that the

thing possessed cannot be, positively, either sold, or let, or lent, not even

for the life of the possessor, no, nor for a single month. The condition upon

which a clergyman receives his living is, that he shall perform the duties

attached to it, according to the ordinances of the church and the laws of the

country; and, as by a disobedience of those ordinances and laws, he may forfeit

the living altogether, it follows, of course, that a part of the income of that

living may be justly applied to the causing of those duties to be performed,

which he either does not or cannot perform himself, and for the performance of

which, and that only, the living was given him.




To the

same error as to the origin of church property is to be attributed much of the

clamour against tithes. The possessors of the land, and more especially the

immediate possessors, always speak of the tithe as of something which is

theirs, and which the law unjustly takes from them to give to another person.

But, by looking back to the origin of this sort of property, they would soon

perceive that it is not theirs; that the tithe is a charge entailed upon their

land; that they purchased or rented the land with a full knowledge of the

existence of such charge; and that, therefore, to withhold any part of that

tithe from the clergyman is an act of fraud. They would further perceive (and I

heartily wish every poor man in England could be made to perceive it), that

they, the possessors and cultivators of the land, are by no means to be

regarded as persons who pay the clergy; as persons who maintain the clergy; as

persons to whom the clergy are under obligations. They would perceive, that

what they render to the clergy they have no right, either legal or moral, to

withhold; that they confer no favour; that they give no gift; that the gift

comes from those who founded the church and settled the perpetual charge upon

the land; and, at this stage of the inquiry both those who grudge the tithes

and those who regard livings as private property would perceive, that the gift

was not only for the maintenance of the clergyman, but also for the support of

religion, and this, not only for the sake of the owners and the renters, but

also for the sake of the tillers of the land. In short, they would perceive,

that the living of each parish, is a pious bequest from some one or more of our

ancestors to all the people, but particularly to the poor, of the parish; which

living is to be so disposed of and conferred as to ensure to the people the due

performance of religious duties in their church and parish.




This,

though a mere glance at the subject, must, I should imagine, produce in the

reader’s mind such a train of reflection as will make him reject the principle,

upon which chiefly the bill has been opposed.




It must,

however, be confessed, that there is a palpable inconsistency in passing a law

like this; a law to produce residence; while the practice of bestowing

pluralities is every day becoming, in all the channels of preferment, more and

more prevalent. We have seen above, whence church property arose, what is its

nature, and what is its object; and, can we, then, behold the number of

pluralities that exist, can we observe who the pluralists but too frequently

are, without being amazed, almost stunned, at the sound of a law for the

purpose of inducing to residence?——It has been said, out of doors, at least,

that the consequence of the beneficed clergy will be diminished by this law,

while the increase to the stipends of the curates will not raise them high

enough in society to give them any consequence at all; so that, upon the whole,

the clergy will lose consequence. If I thought so, I should disapprove of the

bill. But, people very often lose their breath in dispute, for want of settling

the meaning of the terms upon which they are disputing. What is meant by the

consequence of the clergy? Is it their consequence in the pulpit, or in a ball

room? It is certain, that misery, such as some curates are left in, is

calculated to bring the clerical character into contempt; but, I can see no

advantage that religion is to derive from that sort of consequence, which is to

be produced by the incumbent’s being enabled to spend a great deal of money,

and that, too, observe, away from his living; while, on the other hand, I can

conceive, that an addition to the curate’s stipend will very usefully add to

his consequence in the eyes of the people, amongst whom he is to officiate.

But, I really am afraid, that this is not the species of consequence that is

contemplated. There seems to be something beyond this. Something very like a

wish to spend up to the tune of the ’squire, at least; and, if so, the case is

desperate; for, the clergy never have been, they never will be, and they never

ought to be, able so to spend. This is, besides, quite a new way of acquiring

clerical consequence, which was formerly sought for rather by the road of

humility, abstinence, and mortification. Without, however, entertaining any

wish to drive the clergy back to primitive manners, while their flock, or

rather their herd, are wallowing in the luxury of the day, I may venture to

assert, that the only useful consequence for the clergy to maintain, or

acquire, is to be maintained or acquired, by means very little connected with

the possession of large incomes. They will easily perceive the means I allude

to you; but, alas! it is so much pleasanter to acquire consequence by riding a

fine horse, by lolling in a coach, by strutting at a ball, by melting away at a

music meeting, by eating fricandeaus, and by drinking claret, that it would be

presumption in the extreme to hope that my hint would not be treated with

disdain.




SAME SUBJECT CONTINUED.




(Political

Register, 




June, 1805.)




In the

preceding article some grammatical errors were made, in an article upon this

subject. A few lines from the beginning there occur an instance or two of

tautology, and in one place, the word “you” is inserted by mistake after the

words, “I allude to.” But, what I am most desirous of correcting is, a part of

my statement which a correspondent has noticed as containing an historical

inaccuracy. I allude to the description which is given of the origin of church

property. As a description of the origin of the whole of the property of the

church, it certainly is inaccurate, or, at least, defective; but, the reader

must have perceived, that my wish was, for perspicuity as well as for brevity’s

sake, to avoid a complicated picture, and yet to select such a single object as

should afford a fair and firm foundation for the argument which I was

endeavouring to construct.




Since

the aforementioned article was written, a passage in Sir William Scott’s speech

of the 7th of April, 1802, has occurred to me. The passage I particularly

allude to is that describing advowsons as private property. He tells us, that

advowsons were “originally, perhaps, mere trusts;” but, that they “are now

become lay fees. They are bought and sold, and are lay property, just as much as

any other tenements or hereditaments.” That this is the truth there can be no

doubt; and, I think, there can be as little doubt of its being a truth greatly

to be deplored. For, with submission to Sir William Scott, I presume, that, in

describing advowsons as being originally mere trusts, the word “perhaps” might

have been omitted, without any risk either to the argument or to historical

truth; and, that the buying or selling of presentations to church livings is a

shameful abuse, and tends directly to the degradation and ruin of the church,

will, I think, be denied by nobody. There may be law for it; but, it is of

comparatively modern invention; and, as the rights of the church stand upon an

ancient foundation; as that foundation is an excellent one, I am always sorry

to see any attempt made to prop them up by modern contrivances, and,

especially, when those contrivances have evidently been suggested by the very

excess of abuse. When the right of presentation to a living is openly bought

and sold, there is little wonder that the living itself is regarded as private

property; and, there is no very great wonder, that common men should not

clearly perceive the justice of their being obliged to give to the clergyman

the tenth part of the produce of their land; seeing that it is hardly possible

for them to conceive a reason for property really private being held in such a

way. I am convinced, that it is to the prevalence of this notion of the

advowsons and livings being private property, and being by the holders considered

as such, that the church owes great part of that grudging and ill-will which we

find to exist with respect to its claims and its clergy. Do away this notion;

tell the people, and let them see by your manner of bestowing benefices and of

performing the duties attached to them, that you regard the livings as things

held in trust for the convenience, consolation, and salvation of the people;

let the people see this; let it be visible to them in the conduct of the patron

and the incumbent, and I am much deceived if you will not, even in a short

space of time, perceive a returning attachment to the Church, at least, amongst

the common people, and particularly people of no possessions in house or land,

such as we may properly enough call the poor; all of whom would then perceive

the church establishment to be neither more nor less than a means of securing

the consolations of religious service to them, who, otherwise, would, from

their poverty, be excluded therefrom. They would perceive that they had some interest

in the tithes, and it would be difficult for the farmers to persuade them, as

they now do, that to rob the parson is doing God service. But, if the patron,

by his manner of bestowing the living, and the incumbent, by his manner of

performing, or, rather, neglecting his duty, give to the whole the appearance

of a concern entirely private, we need not be surprised, that the poor join the

farmers in their clamours against tithes.




I will

take some other opportunity of endeavouring to point out some of the principal

evils which result from considering livings as private property; and, I think I

shall be able to show, that, in differing very widely from Sir William Scott as

to the indulgences which ought to be granted to the beneficed clergy, I am not,

according to my capacity, less than he a friend of the church. I must here

observe, however, that it is not to his speech, as a whole, that I object. It

is a most valuable performance, and should be read and well considered by every

one whose attention is turned to public affairs; for, however slightingly some

persons may think of the church establishment altogether, I am persuaded, that,

as the state grew up with the church, so it will fall with it, whenever it

falls.




BOXING. Ref. 005




“Whereas

divers cruel and barbarous outrages have been, of late, wickedly and wantonly

committed in divers parts of England, upon the persons of divers of His

Majesty’s subjects, either with an intent to murder, or to maim, disfigure, or

disable, or to do other grievous bodily harm to such subjects; and, whereas the

provisions, now by law made, for the prevention of such offences, have been

found ineffectual for that purpose; he it therefore enacted,” &c. &c.




—Preamble

to the Act 43 Geo. III. chap. 58, passed 24th June, 1803.




The public

attention having been called to a recent, an extraordinary, and somewhat

alarming decision of a Coroner’s jury upon a case wherein death was the

consequence of a boxing-match, I cannot, consistently with the opinions I have

always entertained and frequently expressed upon the subject, omit, upon this

occasion, to submit to my readers, some few of those reflections that press

upon my mind. The case, here particularly referred to, is, as stated in the

Morning Chronicle of the 25th ultimo, as follows: “George Hodgson, Esq., one of

the coroners for the County of Middlesex, yesterday evening, at 7 o’clock,

resumed his court of inquiry as to the means by which Patrick, otherwise

Michael, Lenon came by his death. The Court was again held at the Cannon Tavern,

the corner of Carburton-street, Portland-road. The evidence of yesterday was

repeated to the jury, and in addition to it they had the testimony of Mr.

Charles Lane, of Carburton-street, surgeon, who examined the body of the

deceased in company with Mr. Reeve, of Great Portland-street, surgeon. The

substance of his evidence was, that they had been employed about three hours in

the examination, and that, upon the most minute observation that could possibly

be made, it did not appear that there was any injury done to the viscera of the

thorax, neither was there any extravasated blood within the head, such as would

have been the case if a bloodvessel had burst.—Upon the whole, he conceived

that the loss of life must have been occasioned by some injury done to the

nervous system, or else by a violent concussion of the brain, which might have

arisen either from great exertion or passion or from repeated heavy falls, in

which cases there might not be any mark upon the subject from which a

professional man could form a decided opinion. But, from the evidence which he

had heard of the fight, which was sworn to have taken place, he had no doubt

that it was from some circumstance that had taken place during that affray that

the deceased came by his death. The coroner repeated his admonitions to parish

officers in general, to provide a surgeon in such cases as the present, but

added, that it did not appear to him that in the instance then before the jury,

there appeared to have been any thing of culpability in the officers. He then

acquainted the jury, that in his opinion where there was a premeditated design

between the parties to commit a breach of the peace, and where that violation

of law terminated fatally to one of them, with the additional consideration

that it was a prize fight, in which each had money as an inducement to do an

injury to the other; in such case he thought the act of the one man who killed

the other, was clearly murder. If they thought otherwise, however, they would

say so. But of this the jury had not the least doubt, and immediately gave a

verdict of WILFUL MURDER, by Dennis Dillon.”




Such is

the account given in the public prints. Upon inquiry I find, further, that the

combatants were two journeymen in the same shop, who, having quarrelled at

their shop-board, agreed to decide their quarrel by a boxing match. It is said,

that the only pecuniary stake, for which they contended, was a bet of half a

guinea, which bet, however, did not take place till the moment before the fight

began. There was so little of what could be truly called malice, between them,

that the deceased had proposed to make up their difference without fighting;

and, though this was not accepted, a similar proposition was made by the

survivor, during the course of the battle. There was, as, indeed, it clearly

appears from the above-stated evidence, no reason to suppose the death to be

occasioned by any particular blow, but merely by the effect of exertion, and

the breaking of a bloodvessel, as might have happened in a race, a rowing-match,

a jumping-match, a cricket-match, or in any other exercise requiring, either

constantly or occasionally, any extraordinary exertion of bodily strength.

These being the circumstances of the case, one may confidently hope, that this

will not be the instance, in which the last blow will be struck at that manly,

that generous mode of terminating quarrels between the common people, a mode by

which the common people of England have, for ages, been distinguished from

those of all other countries. But, though we may safely rely upon the wisdom

and justice of the courts, before one of which this unfortunate boxer must

finally take his trial, the occasion calls for some remark upon those

exertions, which, of late, have been, and which yet are, making in every part

of the country, with the obvious, and, in many instances, with the declared,

intention, of utterly eradicating the practice of boxing; than which, I am

thoroughly persuaded, nothing could be more injurious, whether considered as to

its effects in civil life, or in its higher and more important effects on the

people regarded as the members of a state, and, of course, always opposed to

some other state, and therefore always liable to be called upon to perform the

duties of war.




As few

persons will be inclined to believe it possible so far to work, by any human

laws, such a change in the hearts and minds of men as shall prevent all

quarrelling amongst them, it is not necessary to insist, that, in spite of the

law and the gospel, in spite of the animadversions of the bench and the

admonitions of the pulpit, there will still be practised some mode or other of

terminating quarrels, some way in which the party injured, or offended, will

seek for satisfaction, without waiting for the operation of the law, even in those

cases where the law affords the means whereby satisfaction is to be obtained.

If this be not denied, it will remain with the innovating foes of the

pugilistic combat to show, that there are other modes of terminating quarrels

amongst the common people less offensive to the principles of sound morality,

less dangerous in their physical effects, better calculated to produce the

restoration of harmony, to shorten the duration, and to prevent the extension,

of resentment, together with all the evils attendant upon a long-harboured

spirit of revenge. Without proceeding another step, I am confident, that the

reflecting reader, though he may, for a moment, have been carried away by the

cry of “brutality,” latterly set up against boxing, will, from our thus simply

stating what our opponents have to prove, have clearly perceived, that the

proof is not within their power. He will have perceived, that, of all the ways

in which violence can possibly be committed (and violence of some sort there

must be in the obtaining of personal satisfaction), none has in it so little

hostility to the principles of our religion, and that none is so seldom fatal

to the parties, as boxing. He will have perceived, too, that this mode, by

excluding the aid of every thing extraneous, by allowing of no weapons, by

leaving nothing to deceit, and very little to art of any sort, is, in most

cases, decisive as to the powers of the combatants, and proceeds, besides, upon

the generous principle, that, with the battle, ceases for ever the cause whence

it arose; a principle of such long and steady growth, so deeply rooted in the

hearts of Englishmen, that to attempt the revival, or even to allude to, with

apparent resentment, the grounds of a quarrel which has been terminated by the

fists, is always regarded as a mark of baseness, whether visible in the conduct

of the parties themselves, or in that of their relations, or friends.




Instead,

however, of rejoicing at the existence of a practice which is so well

calculated to soften the natural effects of the violent passions, there are but

too many amongst us, who seem to be perfect enthusiasts in their efforts to

extirpate it. Whether, if they could extirpate those passions themselves, or

could so far neutralize them as effectually to prevent their producing acts of

violence; whether, in that case, they would leave us any thing whereby, and

whereby alone, private injustice, domestic oppression, or foreign hostility, is

to be resisted, I submit as a question to the doctors in the school of modern

philanthropy; but, unless those passions can be extirpated, and until that

great work be completed, I think, that every one who listens to reason in

preference to an outcry, and who is attached to the substance and not the mere

sounds of humanity and gentleness, will readily agree, that, to attempt the

extirpation of the practice of boxing is to make an attempt, which, if

successful, would lead to the frequent commission of all those sanguinary and

horrible acts, by which the common people of but too many other countries are

disgraced, and which, amongst the people of England, have, till of late, been

almost unknown. In support of this opinion, I may, as to an argument of

experience, surely appeal to the law, recently passed, and the preamble of

which I have chosen for my Motto; Ref. 006 and, that such a law

should have become necessary, I am sure the reader, if he has an English heart

in his bosom, will reflect with sorrow and with shame. What is now become of

those manners which authorized the honest exultation of so many of our eminent

writers, that, from the generous spirit of Englishmen, acts of cruelty were

rendered so rare in their country? Our travellers must now hold their tongues;

for the world is told, and that too by the legislature itself, who have placed

the disgraceful truth upon the records of parliament, that the laws and

statutes of the land, heretofore in force, are no longer sufficient to prevent

us from committing “cruel and barbarous outrages, with intent to murder, maim,

disfigure, or disable, one another.” It is not till “of late,” certainly, that

such a law has been necessary, and, it is not till of late, that such a general

desire to suppress the practice of boxing has prevailed. The mere coexistence

of this desire (and of the measures proceeding from it), with the frequency of

the commission of cruel and barbarous acts, may not, indeed, be regarded as a

conclusive argument in favour of the practice of boxing; but, no one can deny,

that it strongly corroborates the conclusion, which reason, without the aid of

experience, has taught us to draw; and, if this conclusion, thus fortified, be

legitimate, it follows, of course, that we must either have cuttings and

stabbings, or boxing; the former of which, as being perfectly compatible with

“a godly conversation,” and with the cant of humanity, it is more than probable

that the saints and philanthropists would not hesitate to prefer.




But, it

is the political view of this subject which appears to me to be most worthy of

attention; the view of the effect which may, by the contemplated change of

manners, be produced upon the people, considered as the members of a state,

always opposed to some other state; for, much as I abhor cuttings and

stabbings, I have, as I hope most others of my countrymen have, a still greater

abhorrence of submission to a foreign yoke.—Commerce, Opulence, Luxury,

Effeminacy, Cowardice, Slavery: these are the stages of national degradation.

We are in the fourth; and, I beg the reader to consider, to look into history,

to trace states in their fall, and then say how rapid is the latter part of the

progress! Of the symptoms of effeminacy none is so certain as a change from

athletic and hardy sports, or exercises, to those requiring less bodily

strength, and exposing the persons engaged in them to less bodily suffering;

and when this change takes place, be assured that national cowardice is at no

great distance, the general admiration of deeds of hardihood having already

been considerably lessened. Bravery, as, indeed, the word imports, consists not

in a readiness and a capacity to kill or to hurt, but in a readiness and a

capacity to venture, and to bear the consequences. As sports or exercises

approach nearer and nearer to real combats, the greater, in spite of all we can

say, is our admiration of those who therein excel. Belcher has, by the sons of

cant, in every class of life, been held up to us as a monster, a perfect

ruffian; yet there are very few persons, who would not wish to see Belcher; few

from whom marks of admiration have not, at some time, been extorted by his

combats; and scarcely a female Saint, perhaps, who would not, in her way to the

conventicle, or even during the snuffling there to be heard, take a peep at him

from beneath her hood. Can as much be said by any one of those noblemen and

gentlemen who have been spending the best years of their lives in dancing by

night and playing at cricket by day? The reason is, not that Belcher strikes

hard; not that he is strong; not that he is an adept at his art; but that he

exposes himself voluntarily to so much danger, and that he bears so many heavy

blows. We are apt to laugh at the preference which women openly give to

soldiers (including, of course, all men of the military profession), a

preference which is always found, too, to be given by young persons of both

sexes. But, if we take time to consider, we shall find this partiality to be no

fit subject for ridicule or blame. It is a partiality naturally arising from

the strongest of all feelings, the love of life. The profession of arms is

always the most honourable. All kings and princes are soldierss. Renowned

soldiers are never forgotten. We all talk of Alexander the Great and of Julius

Cæsar; but very few of us ever heard, or ever thought of inquiring, who were

the statesmen of those days. There is not, perhaps, a ploughman in England, who

has not a hundred times repeated the names of Drake and of Marlborough; and of

the hundreds of thousands of them, there is not one, perhaps, who ever heard,

or ever will hear, pronounced, the name of Cecil or of Godolphin. When princes

are not renowned military commanders, they themselves, though they leave so

many and such various traces behind them, are, amongst the mass of the people,

soon forgotten, except as having reigned during the victories of such or such a

commander. Literary men have, almost uniformly, spoken with more or less

contempt of military fame; but, notwithstanding the singular advantages which

they have over soldiers, in perpetuating a knowledge of their famous deeds, within

how narrow a sphere, comparatively speaking, is their fame confined! Where is

the man, woman, or child, in this kingdom, who has not heard and talked of

Nelson? And, does not the reader believe, that there are many parishes, in

either of which the knowledge of Pope or of Johnson’s having existed is

confined to two or three persons? Such, too, is the nature of military fame,

that it obliterates all the folly and all the crimes of the possessor. The

discriminating few, the criticisers of character, will, indeed, take these into

account; but, with the people in general, and particularly those of the nation,

to which the renowned soldier belongs, his deeds of valour only are remembered.




Whence, then, arises this universal suffrage of mankind

in favour of military heroes? Why are their deeds prized above those of all

other men? Not because their profession demands more skill than that of others;

not because it supposes hard study or great labour of any sort; not because it

is thought to require an extraordinary degree of genius or of wisdom. Some have

ascribed it to the terror inspired by military combats; but, we often admire

those heroes most at whose deeds it is impossible we can have felt any terror.

Others have ascribed it to the signal and extensive consequences produced in

the world by the deeds of military commanders; but, the deeds of statesmen

produce much more signal and more extensive consequences; and yet, these latter

sink silently to the grave, and rot there, without ever being named by the

common people of only the very next generation. To what, therefore, can we

ascribe this universal preference of military fame before all other fame, but

to that all-pervading and ever-predominating principle, the love of life, and

the consequent admiration of those who voluntarily place their lives in the

most frequent and most imminent danger? This principle exists, naturally, in

the same degree, in every human breast; and, bravery consists, as was before

said, simply in the capacity of subduing the love of life so far as knowingly,

deliberately, and voluntarily to put it to risk. Hence it is, that we cannot

refrain from admiring the hardihood of miners, well-sinkers and the like; but,

in them we justly ascribe a good deal to habit, to hard necessity, and, besides,

we do not, in their case, see where and what is the immediate cause of their

danger; but, in the case of the soldier, we clearly perceive this cause; we see

him voluntarily going forth and marching on till he comes within reach of

those, who, on their side, are advancing for the sole purpose of taking his

life. In proportion as the readiness to hazard life exists in a country, that

country is brave, and, consequently, in proportion to its numbers, powerful.

How deeply sensible of this does our rival and enemy appear to have been!

Amongst all the changes and chances of the French revolution, there has never

been a single day, when the rulers were not careful to reward and to honour

those who had distinguished themselves by putting their lives to risk. The consequences

we have seen, and now but too sensibly feel. We, on the contrary, seem to be

using our utmost endeavours to extirpate every habit that tended to prepare the

minds of the common people for deeds of military bravery. Am I told, that there

are no boxers in France? I answer that there never were; that their exercises

and their combats were of another description; I have seen peasants in France

turn out into a field, and cut one another with their sabres. But, if you

extirpate boxing in England, can you substitute any other mode of exercise or

combat in its stead? No: and that is not the object; the professed object is,

to cry down and to put an end to, every species of exercise or of combat, in

which life shall at all be put to the risk, or, indeed, in which bodily

opposition and great bodily strength and a great capacity of bearing bodily

pain are acquired.




Not only boxing, but wrestling, quarter-staff,

single-stick, bull-baiting, every exercise of the common people, that supposes

the possible risk of life or limb, and, of course, that tends to prepare them

for deeds of bravery of a higher order, and, by the means of those deeds and of

the character and consequence naturally growing out of them, to preserve the

independence and the liberties of their country; every such exercise seems to

be doomed to extirpation. Even the very animals, for the bravery of which the

nation has long been renowned, are to be destroyed, as men would destroy savage

and ferocious beasts. Every thing calculated to keep alive the admiration, and

even the idea, of hardihood, seems to have become offensive and odious in the

sight of but too many of those, whose duty it is to endeavour to arrest, and

not to accelerate, the fatal progress of effeminacy. That many of the persons

so zealously engaged in supporting the system of effeminacy (for such it may

properly be called), are actuated by motives of tenderness for the common

people there can be no doubt; but, while I must think, that such persons act

without due reflection, I hesitate not to declare my belief, that those with

whom the system originated, and who are the principal instigators of all the

measures adopted for effecting the extirpation of boxing and other hardy

exercises, are actuated by motives far other than those of compassion for the

persons who are in the habit of being therein engaged. Let, however, what will

be the motives, the consequences are, some of them, already obvious, and others

it is by no means difficult to foresee. That cuttings and stabbings are more fatal

than boxing, to say nothing of the disgrace, every one must agree; and, it

cannot be denied, that the former have increased in proportion as the latter

has been driven from amongst the people. But, boxing matches give rise to

assemblages of the people; they tend to make the people bold: they produce a

communication of notions of hardihood; they serve to remind men of the

importance of bodily strength; they, each in its sphere, occasion a transient

relaxation from labour; they tend, in short, to keep alive, even amongst the

lowest of the people, some idea of independence: whereas, amongst cutters and

stabbers and poisoners (for the law above-mentioned includes English

poisoners), there is necessarily a rivalship for quietness and secrecy; they

generally perform their work single-handed; their operations have nothing of

riot or commotion in them; as to labour, they lose little of the time for that,

seeing that their mode of seeking satisfaction is with the greatest chance of

success pursued in the dark; and there is not the least fear, that their

practices will ever render them politically turbulent, or bold. In fact, the

system of effeminacy as it has grown out of, so it is perfectly adapted to, the

Pitt system of internal politics, which, by making, in a greater or less

degree, almost every man, who has property, a sort of pensioner, or, at least,

an annuitant, of the state, aims at ruling the nation by its base, instead of its

honourable feelings. On the selfishness of the common people, particularly the

labouring part of them, the Pitt system of finance and taxation has, directly

at least, no hold; and, therefore, it required the aid of the system of

effeminacy, which includes the suppression of mirth as well as of hardy

exercises, and, indeed, of every thing that tends to produce relaxations from

labour and a communication of ideas of independence amongst the common people.

Systems better calculated for preventing internal opposition to the government

never were invented; but, this is not all that a wise statesman and one that

loves his country will look to. Such a statesman will perceive, that if he

destroy the feelings, from the operation of which the government might

occasionally have something to apprehend, he thereby destroys the means, by

which alone the government can be permanently preserved. Render the whole

nation effeminate; suffer no relaxation from labour or from care; shut all the

paupers up in workhouses, and those that are not so shut up, work in gangs,

each with its driver; this do, and it is evident, that you will have no

internal commotion; it is evident, that you will hold the people in complete

subjection to your will; but, then, recollect, that they will be like the ass

in the fable, that they will stir neither hand nor foot to prevent a transfer

of their subjection to another master.




Thank

God, we are yet at a great distance from a state so full of wretchedness and of

infamy, and, I trust, that we shall long be so preserved. In speaking of the

system of effeminacy as adapted to a cooperation with the Pitt system of

internal policy, I by no means would be understood as supposing, that it has

been contrived, or at all encouraged, at least wilfully, by Mr. Pitt, or by any

other minister. It is, indeed, one of the many evils that have naturally grown

out of the Pitt system; but, whatever other faults I may impute to Mr. Pitt as

a minister, justice to him obliges me to confess, that I have never heard of

his directly favouring the endeavours of those weak, meddling, and, in many

instances, fanatical persons, who are the chief instruments in the persecution

of all manly and mirthful exercises; and, I confidently hope, that, if any

further attempts are made at legislative innovation upon these subjects, he

will be found amongst their determined opponents.





















“PERISH COMMERCE.”




This is

the title of an article in the Courier of the 6th instant, in which an attempt,

by way of last shift, I suppose, is made to terrify the fund-holders and the

merchants with the persuasion, that, if the Opposition were to come into power,

they would instantly overset the funds, that they would destroy all the

manufactories, and that they would give up our ships and our colonies to the

Emperor of the French, and that, too, because the monied and commercial

influence have been the support of Mr. Pitt.——The words, “perish commerce,” are

put into the mouth of Mr. Windham, though every reader must now know, that

they, with their context, “let the constitution live,” which expressed the

proper sentiment, mean that, to preserve the constitution we ought to wish the

loss of our commerce; it is well known, and it has been so stated more than once

in the House of Commons, that Mr. Windham never used these words; but that they

were used by Mr. Hardinge, who, in his place in parliament, owned, or rather

claimed them as his. To this fact, if the reader will add another and that is,

that the words were uttered at the time that Mr. Windham, even supposing him to

have spoken them, was in office with Mr. Pitt, he will have tolerably good means

of judging of the candour of this tool of the “young friends,” as well as of

the sincerity of that alarm for the safety of commerce, which alarm, he would

fain make us believe, arises, in part at least, from this sentiment having been

expressed by Mr. Windham.




After

quoting, or rather garbling, several passages in the Register and one in the

Morning Chronicle, relating to the funding and commercial influence of the

nation, and more especially to the dangerous predominance of that influence

over every other, over the spirit of the people as well as over the legal and

constitutional prerogatives of the crown; but, at the same time, making such an

arrangement of, and giving such a turn to, these passages as to make them

convey a personal censure upon, and a personal hatred of, all monied and all

commercial men; after this effort of candour, the writer proceeds as follows:

“Such are the sentiments, the views, and the expectations, of the two journals

of the two party branches, which, united, make the coalition. Though

disagreeing on so many points, on the subversion of the commercial system, on

the ruin of commercial men, they are most cordially of opinion, for no other

reason, than, that Mr. Pitt having successfully cherished that system and these

men, who in their turn support him, both must be swept away, that the road to

power may be made accessible for the Opposition. It is for the King and the

Country to consider whether an Opposition having such designs should be

intrusted with any degree of power, even with the privilege of sitting in

Parliament. To nothing is this nation so much indebted for its greatness as to

its commercial system. Every commercial nation in the world has been powerful

as well as rich. There never was a commercial nation in the world the twentieth

part so powerful or so rich as England now is; nor was there ever one the

twentieth part so formidable as a military state. In our navy we have more than

100,000 of the bravest, of the most skilful, of the best troops in the world;

they are the bulwark of this country; but without the reprobated commercial

system that gallant race of men would soon be extinct. It is for the King and

the country to consider whether they will give the reins of Government to a

party whose first object avowedly is to destroy that system, for the purpose of

crippling a political rival.”




Of the

tolerance and the truth of the direct assertions here made, nothing needs be

said; but, there is one opinion, upon which I cannot refrain from offering a

remark or two. And, first of all, who has said, that commerce was injurious to

this country? I have always said, that without commerce, and particularly

commercial navigation, that this island could not possibly continue to be

great; that it could not possibly retain its consequence amongst the nations of

Europe. With this qualification I have always spoken; but, it is the system of

rendering every thing commercial; of making merchants and bankers into Lords;

of making a set of fund-dealers the distributors of honours and rewards in the

army and the navy; of the government, in its several departments, making

official reports to Lords Mayor and Lloyd’s Coffee-House; of a system, in

short, which, day by day, is drawing every thing, in the way of influence, from

every part of the country, and depositing it in the hands of those, who

necessarily become tools in the hands of the minister of the day, be he who or

what he will. It is the commercial system, thus distended, thus spread over the

whole country, thus swallowing up and preventing all the influence of the

aristocracy and the church and all the constitutional influence of the crown;

it is this system that I reprobate, and that, most assuredly, has nothing to do

either in creating or in supporting “that gallant race of men,” by whom the

nation has been so long defended, and by whom her glories have been caused to

shine forth in every quarter of the world. In what way is the creating or the

preserving of this race of men connected with the commercial system, as now

extended and perverted? How does gambling in the funds tend to support the

navy? England was great; she was powerful upon the sea; she was queen of the

ocean; all this was long, very long indeed, before her sons ever heard of

funds. The real merchant, as I have a hundred times observed, is a person to be

cherished; his calling is as honourable and as conducive to the good of the

country, as that of the farmer. It is only when his calling is perverted; when

his trade becomes, as it must become under a funding system so extended, a

species of gambling; when he trusts more to craft than to industry, prudence,

and integrity; when he, if he be lucky, may become richer than a lord by the

speculations of a few days; when his fortune may be made, when the means of

bringing five or six members in amongst the representatives of the people, may

be obtained in consequence of one valuable hint from a minister, or a

minister’s favourite. Then it is, that the commercial system becomes dangerous

to the liberties of the people and the throne of the king; and then it is, that

it becomes an object of my reprobation.




But, to

suppose, that the Opposition would set about overthrowing the fund-dealers,

because they have been, and are, stanch friends of Mr. Pitt, is to have a very

great opinion of their vindictiveness, or a very little one of their

discernment and their recollection; for, must they not have perceived, that it

is to the minister of the day; not, to this or to that minister, but to the

minister of the day; the minister who makes loans and lotteries, and who gives

bonuses; the minister who makes contracts for hemp and timber and tents and

baggage and slops and corn and wine and brandy, and who expects, perhaps, to be

treated civilly in return; must not the Opposition have perceived, that it is

this sort of minister that the money-lenders and merchants are attached to?

And, must they not remember, that the money-lenders and merchants were as much

attached to Mr. Addington as to Mr. Pitt? Or, if there was any little falling

off in the case of Mr. Addington, might it not be reasonably ascribed to his

not having afforded any of those little accommodations so judiciously afforded

by his predecessor to those excellent persons Messrs. Boyd and Benfield? And,

if the Opposition, thus perceiving and thus remembering, should harbour any

designs hostile to the fund-dealers and the merchants, must they not be

actuated by something other than a love of place and emolument? As to the way

of lessening, or of removing, if possible, the enormous evils attendant upon

the funds, I know, as I have frequently said, nothing of the sentiments of any

one member of the Opposition; no, not even by hearsay; and, being fully

persuaded, that the whole nation will think with me at last, I am by no means

anxious to hear their opinions. My own I shall freely state, as often as it

appears proper and is convenient. In the next number but one I intend to do

this somewhat at large; and, in the mean time, I beg leave to refer the reader

to a letter, which he will find in a subsequent page, and to which letter I

propose to give an answer. I will just now observe, however, not by way of

answer to the Courier, whose paragraphs I only introduce as convenient openings

to my remarks (and very convenient and useful they are in that respect), but by

way of remonstrance to those who seem to think me rash upon this subject, and

unaware of the consequences of the measures I have sometimes alluded to as

necessary; and, I must say, that before such an opinion be expressed, something

should be done, in the way of argument, to convince me of the erroneousness of

the premises whence my conclusions have been drawn. This has been attempted by

my correspondent; and, if I am not convinced by him, I shall, I trust, be able

to show that my want of conviction is founded on reason; and, at any rate, the

reader will have an opportunity of deciding between us; but, to the conduct of

those who bestow the term rashness upon my opinions, without giving me any,

even the least, proof, that they have themselves ever taken the trouble to

think upon the subject, I cannot bring myself to affix any epithet milder than

that of presumptuous. I mean not this for the Huskissons and the Cannings and

the Old Roses and the Wards: I mean it not for the men of the Two Bulletins; but

for men whose opinions I respect, but whom I cannot permit to censure my

opinions, unless they condescend to favour me with the reasons whereon that

censure is founded.


















 




FATE OF THE FUNDS.




“There

is a set of men, my Lords, in the City of London, who are known to live in riot

and luxury upon the plunder of the ignorant, the innocent, the helpless; upon

that part of the community, which stands most in need of, and that best

deserves, the care and protection of the legislature. To me, my Lords, whether

they be miserable jobbers of ’Change Alley, or the lofty Asiatic plunderers of

Leadenhall Street, they are all equally detestable. I care but little whether a

man walks on foot, or is drawn by eight horses, or six horses; if his luxury be

supported by the plunder of his country, I despise and detest him. My Lords,

while I had the honour of serving his Majesty, I never ventured to look at the

Treasury but at a distance; it is a business I am unfit for, and to which I

could never have submitted. The little I know of it has not served to raise my

opinion of what is vulgarly called the ‘Monied Interest;’ I mean, that

blood-sucker, that muck-worm, that calls itself ‘the friend of government;’

that pretends to serve this or that administration, and may be purchased, on

the same terms, by any administration; advances money to government and takes

special care of its own emoluments. Under this description, I include the whole

race of commissaries, jobbers, contractors, clothiers, and remitters. Yet, I do

not deny, that, even with those creatures, some management may be necessary;

and, I hope, my Lords, that nothing I have said will be understood to extend to

the honest industrious tradesman, who holds the middle rank, and has given

repeated proofs, that he prefers law and liberty to gold. Much less would I be

thought to reflect upon the fair merchant, whose liberal commerce is the prime

source of national wealth. I esteem his occupation, and respect his character.”




—Speech

of the great Earl of Chatham, in the House of Lords, on the 22nd of November,

1770.




What I

am now about to submit to the reader, upon this subject, I wish to be

considered as an answer, as far as it is, at present, necessary to give an

answer, to the letter of my correspondent, “D. N.” The writer of that letter,

by admitting, that the national debt, even in its present magnitude, goes far

towards cramping public spirit, enervating patriotism, and deadening the love

of our country, and that taxes upon taxes cannot fail to extinguish virtuous

independence; by making this admission, he saves me the trouble of proving (if,

indeed, such proof were necessary), that the national debt, or, rather, the

funding system, is an enormous evil, and, of course, that something ought to be

done to get rid of it, or, at least, to prevent its further increase. And, by

the proposal of a new scheme for paying off the debt, he renders it unnecessary

for me to show, that the present scheme is inefficient for that purpose. I do

not conclude, hence, that the public ought to be satisfied upon these points: I

am speaking of nothing more than the admissions of an individual: I think

myself bound to prove these positions, at some future time; but, in answer to

this writer, I am not so bound. When I enter into that proof, I shall, I think,

not find it very difficult to show, that his scheme for paying off, or

diminishing the amount of, the debt, is unjust in its principle, and would

prove utterly impracticable in the execution; and that his notions respecting

the nature of capital are those of a mere banking-house man, and are founded in

no one principle of political economy. At present, as well for the sake of

clearness as of brevity, I shall confine myself to a defence of my opinions and

my wishes against the two charges, distinctly preferred by this writer, of

INJUSTICE and of CRUELTY.




But,

previously to entering upon these, it is incumbent upon me to make a remark or

two upon the charge of levity, not very equivocally preferred at the outset of

this letter; and, surely, I may ask him to point out, if he can, the passage,

in which I have ever treated this subject with levity; to show wherein I have

used it as a “hobby;” to make good the charge of my having sported with the

well-being of thousands and hundreds of thousands of people; to reconcile with

this dread of the effects of the promulgation of my opinions the idea, clearly

conveyed by him, of their being rash, inconsiderate, and characteristic of

shallowness. Nor can I omit, here, to refer the reader to my motto, and then to

put it to his candour, whether I have ever spoken of what is vulgarly called

the monied interest in terms more degrading than those in which that

“blood-sucker, that muck-worm,” was spoken of by the great Lord Chatham;” by

that man, under whom England was so truly great; by that man under whose

administration this country had to record the events of “the glorious year

1759;” by that man, whom the nation honoured while living, and commemorated by

a public funeral and by statues of marble after his death. Let the hired writers,

or any of the vile calumniators of office, any of the tribe of bulletin-makers,

search through the pages of the Register, and put, if they can, their foul

hands upon the passage, wherein I have ever expressed, against the swarm of

city locusts, sentiments more hostile than those expressed by Lord Chatham. The

passage selected for the motto was pointed out to me by a correspondent; I had

never in my life read it, previous to the writing of the Register of the 11th

instant; and, when the reader looks back at page 41 Ref. 007 of the

present volume, he will, I am sure, think it excusable, if I feel and express

no small degree of pride at the striking coincidence of those sentiments with

the sentiments of Lord Chatham. The principles there laid down were just in

1770, and must always be just; but, the indignation due to the plunder and the

insolence of the “blood-sucker” admits of degrees; and, how greatly, how beyond

all measure, has this degree now been heightened! If, on the day when Lord

Chatham made that speech, some one, gifted with a foreknowledge of what was to

come, had risen up, and requested him to be cautious how he gave way to his

feelings against the “blood-sucker,” for that the times were approaching when

this same “blood-sucker” should be taken to the bosom of the government; when

it should be cherished in preference to, and at the expense of, every other

being in the community; when after having wormed itself into every department

of the state, it should effect the dissolution of the parliament, and, bearing

down all before it, enforce measures for the creating of a mortgage upon the

nation to the amount of 27,000,000l. of annual interest, payable to itself;

when, from a “muck-worm” it should rear itself up into a pretender to the

highest honours in the gift of the crown; and, when, after having thus

triumphed, it should, with unpunished boldness and insolence, invade at once

the privileges of parliament and the prerogative of the king, by raising, of

its own mere motion, money upon the people, and by making itself a fountain of

honour and of reward for the army and the navy, by bestowing badges of

distinction and by the granting of sums of money and of pensions, at its

pleasure. If any one had told him this; and, while his heart was still exulting

at the events of “the glorious 1759,” if it had been added, that these things

should finally reduce the country to such a state, that it should become a

question (as put by the Committee at Lloyd’s) “whether Englishmen should remain

free, or become the slaves of Frenchmen; if, at that time, this had been

foretold him; and, if, by way of finishing the horrid picture, he had been

again cautioned to beware, for that all those things should come to pass under

the rule, and should be produced by the measures, of his own son, would he not,

with Macbeth, have exclaimed: “Down! down! damned prospect; thou searest mine

eyeballs?” Ref. 008




In

entering upon the two points which I propose to discuss, it is necessary first

to state in general terms, what is the measure that I wish to see adopted, with

regard to the national debt; and this is done in a very few words; for, I wish

to see the interest now paid upon it, first greatly lessened; and, finally, I

wish to see no interest at all to be paid upon it. The time and the manner of

doing this would require much consideration; and, a preliminary measure, a

measure of which no one could, with reason, complain, would be, to stop the

operation of what is drolly enough called the sinking fund, for the support of

which the people now pay 6,000,000l. sterling every year. This would be, so

far, removing the fictitious support to the funds; it would be leaving them to

their own natural credit and solidity; and would ease the land and the labour

of the burden of upholding that which, if it stand at all, ought, in justice,

to stand upon its own bottom. This would neither be taking, nor deducting, any

thing from any body but those, who, at an enormous expense to the people,

manage the sinking fund. But, all these are matters of detail, and are, of

course, matters of future consideration; the object being, as I explicitly avow

it, to relieve the nation from the weight of that millstone, which is now

dragging it down to the mud, and to do this by ceasing to pay any interest at

all upon the national debt (except in a few cases hereafter to be mentioned);

and, while I endeavour to defend this measure against the charge of INJUSTICE,

I beg the patient and candid attention of the reader.—The declamation, which my

correspondent has not thought unbecoming him to give way to; his horror at the

prospect of the name of Britons being handed down to posterity with a tarnished

and polluted character; his reprobation of the baseness that would reduce

thousands to wretchedness and despair for no other crime than that of confiding

in the national honour; his pathetic appeal in behalf of the widow, the orphan

and the helpless, to which he might, with full as much propriety, have added,

the halt and the lame and the blind: all this has a fine and affecting sound;

but, it has nothing to do with the reason and the justice of the question.




On this

question, as well as on all other questions relating to national credit and

national wealth, there is, amongst men little accustomed to think upon them, a

radical vice in the reasoning. From the habit, which we all naturally contract,

of comparing great things with small, and of bringing high things down to the

level of our comprehension, we, in speaking of the affairs of nations, of their

engagements and obligations, are universally prone to illustrate our meaning

and to enforce our arguments from comparisons drawn from common life; and this

is the more likely to take place, in a case like the present, where the terms

are the same. It is, therefore, not at all surprising, that an honest,

well-meaning man, as my correspondent appears to be, should have considered the

debt and the credit and the honour and the honesty of the nation in the same

light as if he had been speaking of those of an individual; it is not at all

surprising that he should view the nation as a rich individual withholding (if

my wish were to be accomplished) property due to a number of poor individuals;

and, that he should put to me the solemn question: “Do you, Mr. Cobbett, really

mean to argue, that a British parliament should enact, or that a British public

should sanction, a measure which, if acted in private life, would expose the

most hardy individual of that public to the lash of British law, as well as to

merited reproach and indignation?” To this question I answer in the negative.

Certainly I do not mean to argue any such thing, the cases being entirely

dissimilar, and it being completely impossible, that, with regard to the

claimants upon the national funds, or taxes (for that is the word), any such

measure should be adopted. As to the dissimilarity, there are, to all contracts

between man and man, three parties; first, in the case of a loan, the borrower;

second, the lender; and third, the nation, which, by its laws, and its

executive authority, compels the two former to fulfil their contract with one

another, without any consideration as to the ruin which such fulfilment may

bring upon either of them. But, in a case where the nation itself is a party,

there are only two parties; there is no one to compel it to proceed on to its

ruin; the very first duty of its rulers is, to take care, let who will suffer

by it, that it be not ruined; and this upon the maxim, laid down by all the

civilians, universally acknowledged to be just, and daily acted upon by this

same British legislature, that the good and the safety of individuals must give

way to the good and the safety of the community. We proceed, observe, too, upon

the position, that the measure, which I wish to see adopted, is necessary to

the safety of the nation; its ability to maintain its independence, its power

to keep out the conqueror; and, if it be necessary to this, the not adopting it

would, of course, produce the same effect, as to the fund-holders, as if it were

adopted; but would, in that case, be attended with no benefit to the nation.




In

speaking of contracts we must not refer merely to the letter of them. Even

between man and man, equity steps in, and rectifies whatever may have become

amiss, and cannot be rectified by the ordinary course of law. The circumstances

under which a contract is made, the facts known to or hidden from the parties,

the true intent and meaning of their arguments with one another, are all

subjects of consideration, and of weight in the decision. And, here we touch

very closely upon the point immediately before us; for, when any one of those

who have bought part of a loan scrip, and who, in consequence thereof, now

draws interest from out of the taxes of the nation, did he not well know, that

there were only two parties to the contract? Did he not well know, that the

borrower had it in his power, at any time, to refuse to pay the interest? And

did he not consider, that, if such a refusal should become necessary to the

safety of the nation, that it would be the first duty of its rulers to make it?

What was he purchasing? Any thing real? Any thing that he could see, or feel,

or hear? Any thing which he could claim, in the same state, and take away at

his pleasure; or, in the same state, transfer it to another? Any thing of a

specific and fixed value? No: he was purchasing nothing more than a right to

demand a certain nominal amount of interest from the nation; and, of course, as

the nation could not be, and ought not if it could be, ruined for his sake, the

right to demand could, even in his contemplation, have extended no further than

the ability of the nation to pay without risking its ruin. He purchased scrip,

or stock, or call it by what name you will; and be knew, that it was liable to

great fluctuations in its value; he had seen that its value depended upon the

state of the nation; and, long before he lent his money, or rather, purchased

his right of drawing upon the people’s taxes, he, and every one else, had

talked of, and regarded as possible, that event which has been denominated a

national bankruptcy. With all this knowledge of facts, still he bought. He had

heard, that, at former periods, the legislature had reduced the interest upon

the national debt; he had, if he purchased of late years, seen that the same

power and authority had, contrary to the express provisions under which the

several loans had therefore been made, or, more properly speaking, by a tacit

repeal of those provisions, made a deduction from the interest upon the national

debt, under the name of Income Tax; and, must he not, then, have known, must

not his contract have been made with the full knowledge, that, by the same

power and authority, a further and a further deduction, and, if so, a total

extinction, could at any time take place? Had he not seen, that the promissory

notes of the Bank of England, payable to bearer, upon demand, in specie, and

carrying upon the face of them the proofs of a contract as sacred as law could make

it; had he not seen this contract between a company of merchants and the

holders of their notes annulled by an order of the king in council, and the act

sanctioned and ratified by the legislature, with, at least, a score of acts and

charters hostile to the measure, and, could he, with that fact before his eyes,

regard acts of parliament relative to what is called public credit as being

like the laws of the Medes and Persians? He will tell me, perhaps, and, if he

be a “blood-sucker,” he certainly will tell me, that that measure was necessary

to the good of the community, before which the good of individuals must give

way; and, without, however, admitting of the propriety of the application, I

cheerfully acknowledge the justice of the principle, and the more so, because

it is precisely that upon which I found my present defence against the charge

of wishing for an act of injustice.




From

this view of the circumstances, the well-known facts, under which the contract

was made, it must, I think, be evident to every one, that this purchaser of

stock, or this lender to the nation, if you will, was duly apprized of the risk

that he ran; that his contract was, in fact, made upon a calculation of

chances, of an order one degree, and only one degree, higher than that of

gambling; and, is not this position strengthened, nay, completely established,

by the fact of his expecting to receive, and of his now being in the receipt

of, a much higher interest than he could expect to have received, or than he

could now actually receive, if his money had been laid out in real property?

This brings us, at once, to the point of equity; and, as my opponent has chosen

to make an appeal in behalf of the widow, I shall, by way of simplifying my

argument, suppose a case of two widows, each of them, twenty years ago, left

with a family of children and with a landed estate worth ten thousand pounds

sterling. The one, whose views are unambitious, who is not carried away by the

temptations to vanity, visiting, and luxury, and who is content to live at

home, and to educate her children for those walks in life where they will be

likely to get bread and even to obtain a competence for old age without bowing

and cringing, lets her land, and lives upon the income, which, at three per

centum, and that is rather above the average, yields her 300l. a year. The

other is a dashing dame. Hardly is her pains-taking, plodding husband, laid in

the grave, when her head begins to run upon London; upon sentimental plays, and

haberdashers’ shops. Her gaping sons are all instantly destined for the Excise,

the Custom-House, or for plunder in the East. She cannot accomplish this with

300l. a year; and, besides, she is impatient under the pestering of clownish

and dirty-shoed farmers. In this embarrassment some sleek-headed, deep-sighted

attorney (who, thanks to the funding system, is, most likely, also a

tax-gatherer, a second-hand stock-broker, and a coiner of paper-money) at once

discovers her distress, and points out the remedy; and, up she comes, in a

post-chaise overladen with her and her litter. At first, upon the money

advanced her by brother Scut, who is left with a power to sell her land, she

takes a lodging in Portland Place, but finding a half year’s income gone in a

week, she removes with her laced footman to a tawdry ready-furnished lodging at

Camberwell or Kentish-town, where, though the best of her company consist of

stock-jobbers’ wives, her efforts to hide her poverty is the topic of their

continual ridicule. Her daughters waste their lives in turning the cast-off

finery of the mother into finery for themselves, in reading novels and the

Morning Post, and in ogling the spruce apprentice stock-jobber, who lodges over

the way; while her sons are thumped black and blue at a school for French and

commercial education, into which they have been inveigled by a large board with

golden letters upon it; and while the silly mother expends the rest of her

500l. a year in hackney coaches, wherewith genteelly to dance attendance upon

the clerks of Leadenhall-street and the Treasury.




But,

observe, she has, all this time, been receiving, from the sale of her land laid

out in stock, at least, 500l. a year, while the widow, the good and sober and

considerate mother, who has remained in the country, and who has of necessity

been expending her income upon the spot whence it was derived, instead of

throwing it away upon the vermin collected together in this overgrown and

corrupted metropolis, has been receiving only 300l. a year. From real property,

possessed twenty years ago, of exactly the same value, the former, in consequence

of speculations, her risk, her gambling, received and expended 10,000l., while

the latter, whose moderation and economy prevented her from putting the

independence of herself and her children to hazard, has received and expended

only 6000l. And, to this gentleman, who declaims in behalf of “the widow,” I

put the question, whether it would be just to take from the sober matron, who

has not ventured to gamble, in order to make up the losses of her who has

gambled? Observe, too, that the land of her who did not purchase stock, has

been taxed all this time, and in all manner of ways, for the purpose of getting

money to pay the 500l. a year to the gambler. And when the chances begin to run

against this latter, shall she, at the end of twenty years of comparative

luxury, come to the person who has been practising economy, and say to her,

“Give me part of your land, that after all, I may still be as well off as you?”

Is this justice? Is this the justice for which my correspondent contends? Is it

the contrary of this against which he so declaims? He may, if he choose, again

resort to his powers of exciting passion and prejudice; he may again assert,

that the weight of the measure I propose would fall upon the helpless and the

destitute, upon the widow, the fatherless, and the orphan, and that all these

would sink into the vale of misery, calling for the vengeance of Heaven on the

barbarous authors of their misfortune and ruin. He may again assert, that this

measure would stain the annals of our age and country with an everlasting

stigma; but neither these assertions, nor the lofty exclamatory appeals to

“British honour,” will, in the minds of men of sense and of justice, avail him

aught, unless he can overset the argument, imperfect as it is, that I have made

use of.




I shall,

I am aware, be told, that the fund-loving widow, whom I have described, is an

over-charged picture. Be it so; but is there any man who will deny, that there

are many instances of that sort? Will he deny that thousands upon thousands

have become fundholders from motives similar to those given to that widow? Will

he deny that this enormous, this overgrown, this wen-headed metropolis,

including its environs, owes one-half of its population to the funds? And will

he deny, that this system is the cause of the villages being depopulated, and

impoverished, by inducing persons to draw their incomes from the places where

it is produced by labour, and from suffering hardly any part of it to fall back

again to cheer the heart of the labourer? Will he deny, that, by removing the

population from the country to the metropolis; by crowding the people into

lanes, courts, and alleys, great injury is done to the health of the people,

great injury both to their bodies and their minds? Will he deny, that they are

rendered, by this system, feeble, mercenary, and base, in every possible way?

And, if he cannot deny this, and I think he cannot deny any part of it, will he

contend, that, for the sake of putting an end to an evil of such magnitude, the

good, the comfort (as it is called) of individuals ought not to give way?




“The

widow,” I shall perhaps be reminded, has, in great likelihood, been compelled

to be a fundholder; for, that the stock may have been purchased by her husband,

or ordered, by his will, to be purchased. But, what is that to my argument? The

wife must submit to the consequences of having had a foolish and avaricious

husband; and so must orphans submit to similar consequences flowing from the

disposition of their parents, as, indeed, is, and must be, the case, in all

ranks and situations of life, and with reference to all sorts of contracts. In

regard to stock held in consequence of compulsion, there is, indeed, one

exception; and that is, where the compulsion has arisen from some positive law,

or some legal decision. Here the deposit is not the voluntary act of the party;

the nation, by its laws and its executive officers, has forced the property

from its right owner, and to its right owner it is, therefore, bound, in

justice, to restore it.—But, when my correspondent is declaiming about the

widow, the orphan, and the helpless, he seems entirely to overlook the great

body of fundholders. To hear him, one would think, that all the fund-holders

were poor, helpless mortals, unable to shift for themselves; and, what is more,

unable to sell their stock, not only at this time, but even after it shall have

begun evidently to depreciate! One would think this impossible, too, in a

person who has a mind capable of embracing such mighty objects and of inventing

such grand schemes; one would think it quite impossible, that such a person

should not, long ago, have perceived, that the fund-holders, generally

speaking, are the most active, the most greedy, the most cunning part of the

community; that they are persons who are constantly upon the look-out; that

their minds embrace all possible chances; that they are seldom without two

strings to their bow; that they are persons who have risen from the dirt,

merely by their speculations in the funds and in other things therewith closely

or more remotely connected; and that, as to the far greater part of them, they

have received ten, or from ten to twenty per centum for any thing of real value

that they have ever advanced. With respect to the loan-contractors, too, though

they do not still hold, though they would not, if they could, still hold the

stock proceeding from their loans; though they have sold it out in little

parcels to subaltern speculators, who would have made loans themselves if they

could; though the stock is not still theirs, it is gone elsewhere with all its

qualities along with it; with all its bonuses and its other immense gains; and,

justice will never cause a separation in its view of them; they must always

remain united; it being no matter to the nation who are the holders; who

swallows the fruits of its labour, whether it goes into the belly of the shark

or the gudgeon. Take a loan, then, of twenty years ago, and you will find, that

the interest and the bonuses, and other emoluments arising from it (to say

nothing of the political and other indirect gains), are much more than double

the amount of what land, equal in value to the amount of the loan, would have

produced in the same time. Where then is the injustice of now cutting off, or,

at least, greatly reducing, the interest upon such loan? and, where would be

the justice of coming to the land-owners and seizing a part of their property,

in order to divide it with those who have already drawn therefrom the full

amount of whatever they advanced? Aye, says this writer, but, the

loan-contractors are land-owners too. It is not they who would suffer, but the

poor helpless creatures who have bought their scrip. What is that to the

nation? It may be, and must be lamented, that these people were so foolish, or

so greedy, as to become funnels for the loan contractors to suck the fruit of

the nation’s labour through; but the act was their own; it was perfectly

voluntary; there was no compulsion for them to purchase stock; and they made

the purchase with a full knowledge of all the risks and chances attending it,

and in consequence of a determination to run those risks and chances for the

sake of enhancing their emoluments. They saw that, by becoming unfair

“blood-suckers,” they could add to their incomes; and are they not to submit to

the consequences of having chosen that way of life? Are they now to be huddled

together with those whose blood they have been so long sucking, and have been

enabling others to suck more copiously?




My

correspondent, pursuing his erroneous notion of a perfect similarity between a

national debt and a debt between man and man, argues as if the national debt

was an actual mortgage upon the land and goods of the nation; but, not only is

it not so by law, but it never was, or could be, considered in that light by

any one of the loan-makers, whether great or small. It is a mortgage upon the

taxes of the nation; and it was, of course, understood, at the making of every

loan, that if those taxes were not sufficient to pay the interest, the interest

must go unpaid; so that, at last, we are naturally brought back to the question

whence we started: whether it be consistent with the safety of the nation; with

its independence; and not only with its mere independence, or, in other words,

its existence as a nation, but with the preservation, or the restoration, of

its due degree of power and greatness; whether it be consistent with these any

longer to continue to raise 27,000,000l. a-year upon the people to defray the

expenses attendant upon the national debt. I am decidedly of opinion, that it

is not consistent with the safety and well-being of the nation any longer to

continue such levy; I am decidedly of opinion, that we cannot make either war

or peace in a way that shall not accelerate our ruin, as an independent people,

without a discontinuance of it; I am decidedly of opinion, that to express

myself in the words of the greatest of political philosophers, the nation must

destroy the debt, or that the debt will destroy the nation. Nor is this opinion

so singular as the fund-holders may imagine; but, even amongst those who

entertain it, it is not rare to find persons ready to avow, that, such is their

love of that justice, for which my correspondent is so sturdy an advocate, they

would prefer the destruction of the nation; that is to say, its subjugation to

a foreign power. The folly of this preference may not be evident to those who

can console themselves with the base hope of being still permitted, as the

Dutch are, to derive something of an income from the continuation of the funds

protected by the edicts, and the arms of a conqueror; but, the justice of it,

my correspondent will not, I presume, attempt to maintain; for, here, still

more obviously than in the former comparison, his argument, founded upon the

similarity between the debt of a nation and a debt between man and man, would

fail him. Why? perhaps, will he say. Is the ruin of a bankrupt any reason for

his creditors abstaining from taking his all? No: it is not to prevent them

from taking all his goods and all his property; but, they cannot take his life;

they can make him as poor as a day-labourer; they can, in some cases, and in

virtue of commercial laws, take away his liberty, in a certain degree, and

under the control of certain regulating powers in the state; but they cannot

cut off his limbs; they cannot poison or suffocate him; they cannot demand a

pursuit of him to the very verge of existence; they cannot kill him; they must

leave him life and limb, together with all his capacities, mental and physical,

for the purposes of prolonging his existence and for those of regaining his

weight and consequence in the world. But, the argument of the “blood-suckers”

would destroy the nation rather than quit their hold; they would make it cease

to exist as an independent community; and not to exist in that state, is, with

a nation, not to exist at all. And this they call justice and honour and

honesty! In favour of this it is that we are to listen to the incessant and

noisy and hypocritical declamation that we daily hear in behalf of the widow

and the orphan and the helpless; to support this destroying principle we are

invoked to consider the fate of our character in the world; and that we are to

submit to be called, unless we yield to it, by every name descriptive of a base

and abominable people, for whose signal punishment the thunders of Heaven and

the vapours of the earth are gathering themselves together! And shall we thus

submit? Shall we, after having been inveigled even to the brink of the fatal precipice,

be bullied, because we hesitate at taking the leap; shall we, indeed, tamely

submit to be thus taunted and insulted, because we wish to retain that small

portion of the vital principle that the “blood-sucker” has left in our veins?




Having

trespassed so far upon the patience of the reader, I will not now enter upon my

defence against the charge of CRUELTY. Those who think that I have done away

the charge of INJUSTICE, will not regard it necessary that much should be said

upon the other point; but, I think, I am able to show, and, for many reasons, I

shall endeavour to do it in my next Number, that the calamities to individuals,

from the measures that I would propose, would not be of nearly so fearful a

magnitude as people in general appear to apprehend, an apprehension

industriously propagated by all that large portion of talkers and of writers,

who are under the influence, direct or indirect, of the “blood-sucker.”




I must

once more express my desire to be understood, as speaking, upon this subject,

my own sentiments, without knowing that any one member of what is called the

Opposition agrees with me. It would be contemptible as well as false to

pretend, that, in no instance, one’s opinions are not to yield to those of

others, particularly for persons of whose talents and wisdom one entertains the

greatest possible degree of deference; but, in most instances, I have followed

my own original opinion; and, upon all subjects relating to the funding system,

I have suffered the judgment of no one to bias me. If I am in error, let the

error be my own, and if not, I have a right thus early to put forward my claim

to the merit.
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“The Tempter saw his time; the work he

plied;




Stocks and Subscriptions pour on ev’ry

side,




Till all the Demon makes his full descent




In one abundant show’r of cent. per cent.,




Sinks deep within him, and possesses whole,




Then dubs Director, and secures his soul.”




—Pope, Epi. iii.




The

reader will have seen, upon this subject, a letter from a correspondent, who

takes the signature of A. Z. That letter was written by way of comment upon my

defence of a proposition for the reducing of the interest upon the national

debt, and for adopting such measures as would, in a very short time, have

annihilated all demands upon the public on the part of that description of

persons who are called public creditors. This correspondent is an opponent, of

whom one need not be ashamed. His arguments have considerable merit in them,

and are well and fairly urged. Still, however, I think, it will be found, upon

examination, that they leave my principles unshaken, and that no great deal

will need to be said in order to convince the reader, that, after trial, those

principles are sound and just.




But,

unwilling as I am to be, for a moment, drawn off from this examination, there

is an opponent of quite another description, of whom I must first of all take

some notice. Allusion is here made to an article, which appeared in the Courier

newspaper of the 14th instant. The main object of the writer appears to be, to

cause it to be believed, that the sentiments published by me, relative to the

fate of the funds, proceed from the instigation of Mr. Windham, and, that as

these sentiments are greatly dangerous in their tendency, it is greatly

dangerous that Mr. Windham should be a cabinet-minister. This conclusion would

be just enough, were not the premises false. But, in the first place, the

dangerous tendency of my sentiments is a position which should have been proved

by a refutation of my arguments, and not assumed without any attempt to effect

such refutation; and, secondly, with regard to my publications upon this

subject proceeding from the instigation of Mr. Windham, the fact is entirely

false, and the falsehood is uttered with a perfect knowledge of its being a

falsehood, as the reader must remember, that I have all along expressly

declared, that the opinions upon the subject of the funds are my own. In spite,

however, of these repeated declarations, this candid gentleman infers the exact

contrary, and the facts, whence his inference is drawn, are, first, that, when

in 1803, Mr. Windham was, in a like spirit of candour, charged, in the House of

Commons, with being the instigator of my publications, he “refused to disavow

the fact.” But, surely, this might have been fairly attributed to his disdain

at the falsehood of the imputation, and not to his consciousness of its truth.

The other fact is, that the Political Register is entirely devoted to Mr.

Windham; that, “it addresses itself to the promotion of his views, to the

flattery of all his passions, animosities, and even eccentricities,” which is

instanced, particularly, in its having, “though strictly a political paper,

lately descended to defend the practice of boxing, because Mr. Windham is an

admirer of it.” Now, as to the real merits of the case, what matters it whence

arguments proceed, so that they be good and irrefutable? And, that the

arguments made use of by me in favour of boxing are such, is tolerably well proved

by the fact, that no one has ever attempted to answer them with any thing but

canting or abusive declamation. To those who confine the epithet political to

the manœuvring of parties and the intrigues of a court, or who extend it, at

the utmost, not beyond the circles of Whitehall and the Diplomatic Body; to

such persons, those customs, which have an influence upon the minds and manners

of the people, must, to be sure, seem of a nature not at all political. But, to

those, and, I trust the number of them is very great, who take a wider range of

thought, and whose minds penetrate more deeply into the sources of national

character and national power, discussions relative to a practice, so intimately

connected with that character and that power, will, surely, not be thought

uncongenial to the nature of a Political Register. And, moreover, the fact,

which this writer assumes, and on which he proceeds, is here, again, totally

false; for, though it would be perfectly natural in me to imbibe opinions from

the expression of those of Mr. Windham, and having so imbibed them, it would be

perfectly proper in me to defend them; yet, the truth is, that my opinions,

either upon the subject of boxing or of bull-baiting, were not so imbibed; and,

I can, at any time, produce proof, that, being at a dinner, the second or third

day after my return to England, when Mr. Windham’s speech, the day before made

in parliament upon the subject of bull-baiting, was criticised, I declared

myself to be of his opinion, and avowed, that, at Philadelphia I had always

assisted at, and encouraged, bull-baits. This was before I had spoken to, or

had the most distant notion of ever having the honour of speaking to, Mr.

Windham. Say, then, if you will, that this congeniality of sentiment was cause

instead of effect; say that, out of it, first arose that respectful attachment

which I have constantly discovered towards that truly enlightened statesman,

and, assuredly, I need not seek to trace it to a more honourable source; but do

not produce it as a mark of servility; be not so unjust as to ascribe it to a

base devotion to his will, when every man who has been a constant reader of my

writings, and who knows any thing of the state of parties and of the feelings

of the great actors upon the scene, must be convinced, that, in very many

instances, my opinions and my views have not accorded with those of Mr.

Windham; to which I will, however, frankly add, that, where they have not so

accorded, I have, in the end, generally found the error to be with myself. No:

I have never been the servile tool of Mr. Windham; his nature abhors servility;

and, I repeat my former declaration, that he has never attempted to remonstrate

very earnestly with me, except in behalf of those whom I regarded as his

foulest enemies.




In

returning to the subject of the funds, I shall, previous to making any remark

upon the article in the Courier, insert, according to my usual custom, the

article itself. Not the whole of it, indeed; for this gentleman plies me, in

the course of his six days, with not less than thirty of his columns; columns,

the whole of which, in the sinking state of this vehicle of Ward’s and

Huskisson’s Bulletins, are not read, I should suppose, by above thirty readers;

a supposition which will need little to corroborate it, when the following

specimens have been produced.——“A pretty story about two widows is given,

equally false, ignorant, and malicious. It is said, supposing twenty years ago

two widows had each 10,000l. One of them a frugal, prudent lady, lays out her

money in land for which she obtains but 3 per cent.; the other, a dashing dame,

lays it out in the funds, for which she obtains 5 per cent. (five is not always

to be had). At the end of the twenty years, the landed lady has spent but

6000l. while the funded lady has spent 10,000l. The conclusion drawn is, that

the funded lady has no such claims to protection on the State as the landed

lady. Now what is the fact? The funded lady’s property has not at all improved,

while the landed lady’s has probably doubled in value. The one, by selling her

land and buying into the funds, can have 1000l. per annum, while the other must

remain with her 500l. only, all the necessaries of life being enormously

increased in price. In such a case the fundholder is to be pitied, the

landholder envied. The proprietors of lands and houses fatten on the distresses

of the times, while the fundholders suffer. Almost all landholders, who are not

immediately prevented by leases, advance their rents to pay the property-tax,

for instance, and annually increase them as taxes and commodities rise. But

what relief has the stockholder? None. He goes on, year after year, his income

reduced, and reduced by the advance of commodities. One thousand per annum is

not now worth more than 600l. twenty years ago. The fundholder is in fact the

only sufferer by the public distresses. Landlords, tradesmen, and mechanics

have all increased their incomes in proportion to the increased expense of

living. The interest paid on the national debt is not, perhaps, more at this

moment than it was twenty years ago, with relation to the price of commodities,

though nominally it is double; and this may explain how it is that the large

amount is so easily paid. But for all this it is the fundholder and the fixed

annuitant, such as a mortgagee, that suffers. Every new loan raised for the

state, ultimately and absolutely comes out of their pockets. And shall we be

told that these persons, whose property is daily eaten up by the wants of the

nation, should be robbed of the remainder? The suggestion is most cruel and

atrocious. Let not the landed proprietors be flattered with the notion that

their lands would be secure if the funds were swept away, or that their rents

would be larger. The same feeling in the landed proprietors of France produced

the revolution. The nobles would not pay taxes to defray the interest of the

national debt. The funds went, and the lands followed. The French Monarchy fell

with the funds; the French nobles fell also. Why are such libels on the faith of

Parliament, such attacks on the property of the subject, suffered to pass?

Persons have been punished for saying the king should be destroyed, the

Parliament should be destroyed, the land should be divided, &c. and why are

doctrines so truly, so systematically revolutionary, suffered to pass with

impunity? The funding system is still sound and salutary, though somewhat

feeble from having been so rapidly drawn upon. It should be eased a little by

raising the whole, or nearly the whole, of the supplies within the year. The

sinking fund is making rapid advances towards the extinction of the debt. Never

was there a time when the country would bear burthens more patiently than the

present, because it is satisfied of the justice and unavoidable necessity of the

war. Ministers have no clamorous opposition to dread to inflame the people and

paralyze the efforts of government.”




Taking

these assertions (for they are very little better) in the order in which they

present themselves, the first thing to observe is, that this writer presumes,

that the lands of the country are not let on lease, and, of course, that the

owner has, at the end of every year, or on any day, the power to raise his rent

to meet the effects of the depreciation of money. But, is this true? and, if it

were generally true, how alarming would be the consequences! The several

surveyors, employed by the Board of Agriculture, and paid out of the taxes of

the nation, have represented, indeed, that it is fast becoming the custom of

the landowners to refuse to grant leases, and to hold the cultivators as

tenants at will; a custom, say they, which, in the proportion that it obtains,

deadens industry, diminishes the produce of the soil, lessens, in a national

view, the value of the land, and reduces the farmer to a mere wretched

dependent upon the will of his landlord; and, observe well, this terrible evil,

these deep-sighted gentlemen ascribe to the caprice, the unaccountable

prejudice, and the hard-heartedness of the landlords. Against these heavy

charges the Courier does, I think, furnish the landowners with a tolerably

complete defence, by showing, that, if they do let leases, they throw away, in

consequence of the depreciation of money, nearly one half of their incomes.

This is a subject worthy of the most serious attention of the government. The

effect, here spoken of, of the depreciation of money, arising from the funding

system and its paper of all sorts, is one of the great evils, against which we

have now to contend; or, rather, of which we have to get rid; for, while the

funding system remains, it is utterly impossible to overcome, or even to check

it. But, all this belongs to a separate question, and has nothing at all to do

with the question arising out of my comparison of the two widows, which, as the

reader will see, supposes the landed widow to have let a lease of her land

twenty years ago; and, as it is evident, that her rent depreciated in the same

degree that the annuity of the fund-holding lady depreciated, it must also be

evident that my argument is not at all impaired by the producing of any

circumstance relating to the depreciation of money. If I am told, that, at the

expiration of the lease, the landed widow may raise her rent; or, that she

might have kept the land in her own hands; or, that she might have let it by

the year, or the month: if I am told this, I answer, that the gambling lady

might have left off in time; or, that she might have bought in low; or, that

she might have sold out high. We are not to talk of what may have, or might have,

happened, in the last twenty years; but, of what has, upon a general view,

taken place.




We are

next told, that, in consequence of the depreciation of money, 1,000l. now, is

not worth more than 600l. was worth twenty years ago; and, therefore, that, as

the nominal rate of interest paid upon the amount of the national debt

continues the same that it was twenty years ago, “the total amount of interest

paid upon the debt, is not, perhaps, in relation to the price of commodities,

more than it was twenty years ago, though, nominally, it be double.” We will,

if you please, Sir, leave out the “perhaps” in a statement like this,

particularly when the statement be made in answer to an argument, which you

have represented as “ignorant, false, and malicious.” I not only allow that

money has depreciated in the degree which you say it has, but, I will go

further, and say, because I can prove it, and, indeed, have proved it, that

money has, since the time referred to, depreciated one half; and, of course,

that 1,000l. now is not worth more than 500l. was twenty years ago. I shall,

indeed, leave you to apply this to Mr. Pitt’s and old Rose’s boasting accounts

of the increase of imports and exports, and in which no allowance at all was

ever made for depreciation of money. I take your statement, even with my

addition to your degree of depreciation, and a very few words will show against

whom the charge of ignorance and falsehood and malice ought to be preferred. In

1784, when the late pretending projector took upon him the direction of the

nation’s concerns, the annual charge on account of the national debt was, to

speak in round numbers, 9,000,000l.; it is now 27,000,000l. Nominally,

therefore, it is now tripled, instead of being doubled; and, as the

depreciation is only in the degree of one half, the real annual charge on

account of debt is now half as much again as it was twenty years ago. We are

got out of our subject here; but, that is not my fault; and, as we have

digressed, I will digress a little further, in order to remind you, that, this

addition to the taxes on account of the debt has arisen, not in twenty years,

but in thirteen years; and that the depreciation of money, of which you speak,

has arisen in the same time. This is said for the comfort of yourself and your

“blood-sucking” employers, and by way of giving you a foretaste of that which

is to come.




But the

land proprietors are told, that, if the funds were swept away, their lands

would not be secure. “The same feeling in the landed proprietors in France produced

the revolution. The nobles would not pay taxes to defray the interest of the

national debt. The funds went, and the lands followed. The monarchy fell with

the funds, and the French nobles fell also.” That they all went together we

know very well; but as to the cause, “as to the cause, good Japhet,” we differ

very widely in opinion. The nobles and others; in short, the people of France,

were unable any longer to pay the full amount of the annual interest of their

national debt, without submitting to such vexation and oppression as were

beyond mortal endurance. There were Mr. Huskisson’s and other clubs of the like

philosophers, and many most famous bulletin-makers upon a grand scale. But the

deficit in the finances was the grand cause; and, that deficit arose, not out

of the want of will, but out of the inability to pay, without a submission to

that which would have rendered life not worth preserving. The fund-holders, the

“blood-suckers,” hung on like leeches; the government had not the courage to tear

them off; an outcry just such as that set up by this writer, prevailed; the

state went reeling on, buffeted on one side by the people, and on the other by

the fund-holders; and, at last, down it came never to rise again, an awful

warning to all those nations who have been so unwise as to contract great

public debts, and who have thereunto added the folly of acting upon the maxim,

that, let come what will, the interest upon those debts is to be paid. The

question in France was, “Shall the nation destroy the debt, or the debt destroy

the nation?” that is to say, the government and constitution; and such is, at

this moment, the question in England; with this addition, however, as to the

latter choice, that, the liberties, the independence, and the very name of

England are at stake as well as the government and the constitution. Yes, yes;

it is true enough, that the French monarchy and the French funds fell together;

not, however, because the monarchy was supported by the funds, but because it

was so foolish as to support them too long. They fell together as a man and his

load fall together, the supporting, and not the throwing off, of the latter,

being the cause of the falling of the former.




This is

my opinion; and who does not apprehend similar, not to say much worse,

consequences in England, if England does not, while yet there is time, throw

off her intolerable load? And, shall those who warn her; those of her sons who

yet dare to put up their voice for her preservation, be stigmatized as

“libellers?” Libels, these are called, upon what? “Upon the faith of

parliament!” Why, what I say is, that the faith of parliament is no more

pledged for the continuation of the payment of the interest upon the national

debt, than it was pledged for the payment of the Bank of England notes in

specie; or than it is now pledged for the continuation of that famous project

the Parish-army-bill. And this is to libel the faith of parliament, is it? But,

we are guilty of sedition, too, if not of treason. “Persons have been punished,”

we are gravely reminded, “for saying the King should be destroyed, the

parliament should be destroyed, the land should be divided, &c.” Aye, and

very justly, too! When I make a proposition for destroying either king or

parliament, I shall certainly not hope to escape punishment; and, as to

dividing the land, why, you wiseacre, is not this the very thing that I am

objecting to! Is it not a proposition, on the part of my correspondent, for the

seizing of the land and dividing it, that has given rise to this discussion?

The fund-holders and their advocates are for dividing the land; they see that

the taxes must very soon fail to produce a sufficiency wherewith to pay their

dividends at the present rate, and therefore are they endeavouring to prepare

men’s minds for a division of the land, to which I object; and, I am ready to

join any one in calling for the vengeance of the law upon the heads of all such

revolutionary incendiaries.




As a

consolation at parting, we are assured, that “the funding system, though somewhat

feeble, from having been so rapidly drawn upon, is still sound and salutary.”

We are told, “that the sinking fund is making rapid advances towards the

extinction of the debt; and, that the funds should be eased a little by raising

the whole, or nearly the whole, of the supplies within the year.” Comforting

assurance! Profound remark! Judicious advice! As to the operation of the

Sinking Fund, we have seen, that, in the space of twenty years, it has tripled

the nominal amount of the annual taxes raised upon us on account of debt, and

has added in the degree of one half to the real annual amount of the taxes

raised upon us on account of debt. This is rapid enough, I think. Does this

sagacious politician, this profound political economist, want it to go on

faster? What, then, in the name of all that is shallow and empty, does he want?

But, the funding system is to be “eased;” and how? By raising the whole, or

almost the whole, of the supplies within the year. Does this wise man bear in

mind, that, last year, the taxes raised amounted to about 38,000,000l., and the

expenditure to about 70,000,000l.? And, if he does, does he besides think it

possible to raise this year taxes nearly double in amount to the taxes raised

last year? Away, away with all such dabblers and dreamers! Send them to ’Change

Alley, or to Bedlam; but, let them not approach even the steps to the cabinet

or the parliament. No: the present ministers have not come into place to hide

the sins of the last. The last contracted the debt; and let those who supported

them in it, and who lent them the money, be very well contented if their

interests be not immediately stopped. A wise scheme indeed would it be in the

present minister, to say nothing about its absolute impracticability, to

squeeze the whole of the annual supplies out of the people, in order to avoid

adding to, and thereby impairing the solidity of, the interest upon the

national debt! On the contrary, not one penny of new tax ought they to lay on,

other than that which will be necessary to pay the interest upon the money

which they borrow. They ought, in fact, to have nothing at all to do with the

old debt; or, they ought, at least, to distinguish it by some name different

from the debt now to be contracted; they ought always to be able, in a moment

to show the state in which they found the concern. And, observe, that this was

what the great reformer Pitt did, when he began those measures, which he

boasted should cause his name to be inscribed upon the proud column about to be

raised to public credit!




Having,

and not, I think it will be thought, quite unnecessarily, occupied so much of

the time of the reader with the remarks upon this article in the Courier, I am

compelled to defer an examination of the arguments of A. Z. till my next number.

It would, moreover, be great injustice to him to couple his production with

that of a stock-jobber’s hireling; for, in no other light can I possibly view

the person, whose at once feeble and malignant efforts I have here thought it

right to expose.




SAME SUBJECT CONTINUED.




(Political

Register, 




March,

1806.)




As I

regard this subject as being second to none in point of public importance,

excepting solely that of forming a permanent military system, I shall make no

apology for now entering upon that examination, which, in my last number, I

stated it as my intention to enter upon, of the arguments advanced by A. Z. in

opposition, not to the main principle whereon I proceeded in justification of

my proposition for ceasing to pay the interest upon the national debt, but to

my arguments in support of a distinction, in point of right, between funded and

other property. But, in this stage of the controversy, it is necessary to

revert a little, in order to come at the true state of it, by taking a short

view of its origin and its progress.




Much

has, at various times, been stated in the Political Register, respecting the

justice and the policy (the measure being supposed necessary to the

preservation of the independence of the country) of ceasing to pay the interest

upon the national debt; and, much has also been said, in speeches as well as in

print, in disapprobation, not to say execration of such sentiments, my

opponents always having, in the superabundance of their wisdom as well as their

candour, chosen to appear to consider the whole debt as due by me, and, in the

regular course of reasoning to conclude, that I had deliberately conceived the

intention of committing a fraudulent bankruptcy upon a large scale. From

adversaries thus proceeding it is no wonder that I had little to dread; and

that, without any trouble on my part, the doctrine I had broached made an

impression upon the public mind, men beginning, at last, seriously to talk of

throwing off the almost insupportable millstone. Early, in the present year, however,

seeing the cause, perhaps, in a desperate way, and wishing to retrieve it while

yet there was time, an opponent of another stamp did me the honour of

addressing to me the result of his reflections upon the subject. In his letter,

he acknowledged, first, that the national debt, in its present magnitude, was

an evil full as great as I had ever described it; secondly, that the present

scheme for reducing it was totally insufficient for the purpose; but, he

insisted, that the nation possessed ample means for paying it off; that it had

effects wherewith to make the liquidation; and that, this being the case, to

cease to pay the interest, until the debt was paid off, would be an act of

injustice and of cruelty, which would stamp eternal infamy upon the character

of the nation. This conclusion, however, resting upon the fact of the nation’s

possessing ample means of paying it off; he thought himself bound to prove this

position; but, unfortunately for his argument, this proof was drawn from the

statements of Old Rose and Mr. Pitt, statements, the falsehood of which I was

not called upon to prove; first, because the falsehood of them was matter of

notoriety, and, secondly, because he himself had repudiated them in asserting

the inefficiency of the sinking fund, the efficiency of which never failed to

make a part of those very statements. Nevertheless, the statements whence his

conclusion of ability to pay were drawn, were hardly noticed; because, in his

scheme for turning this ability to account, he brought the whole controversy to

one simple question: namely, whether, the taxes being insufficient to pay the

interest upon the debt, the land and the goods and chattels ought not to be

seized for the purpose of being sold by the government, in order to pay off the

principal. More amused with than alarmed at this project, I took little notice

of it in detail; but, endeavoured to show how unjust it would be in principle,

even if it were practicable; and, in doing this, as I could not deny that

something must be done to get rid of the debt, it became necessary to maintain

the justice of my own proposition. This answer, preceded by a most appropriate

motto, taken from a speech of the great Earl of Chatham, will be found in page

20. Here I endeavoured to establish a clear distinction between the debts of a

nation and those of an individual; I endeavoured to show, that, in no way in

which the bargain of the fund-holder could be viewed, did he acquire a right of

pursuing the nation to its ruin, which ruin being compared with the ruin of a

bankrupt individual, a total dissimilarity between them was made manifest; and

as to the main point, the injustice of seizing upon the land and the goods and

chattels, in order to reimburse the fund-holder, it was, I think,

incontrovertibly established.




These

comments drew forth a letter from A. Z. which I was about more fully to notice

last week, when, as the reader’s exhausted patience will, in all probability,

remind him, my attention was drawn aside by a wise-acre in the Courier, who,

having stolen a thought or two from my own correspondent, had made a most

violent effort to work them into a ground of calumny on myself. We must now

turn back to the letter of A. Z. which I am disposed to treat with every mark

of respect due to talents and to controversial candour.




This

writer appears to be duly impressed with the evils produced by so enormous an

amount of debt; he states no reliance and no hope whatever on the operation of

the sinking fund; he advances nothing by way of proof, that the nation is able

to pay off the principal of the debt, and even seems to doubt of its ability to

continue much longer to pay the interest; he contends not for the justice of

seizing upon the lands and the goods and chattels, for the purpose of

indemnifying the fund-holder; on the contrary, he allows, that the parliament

has the power to cause the payment of the interest to cease, that the exercise

of such power may become an act of justice, and that, when the nation is no

longer able to pay out of the taxes, the fund-holder must go unpaid; but, he

does, nevertheless, lay down, and surrounding himself with divers illustrative

statements, endeavour to maintain this plain and broad proposition, that the

interest upon the national debt stands upon precisely the same foundation as

the ownership of lands and houses. I say that it does not. Here we are at

issue; and I think myself able to convince him, that, in maintaining, that to

cut off the interest upon the national debt is merely a matter of expediency, I

do not “strike at the root of every species of property.”




But,

previously, and for the purpose of removing whatever may tend to prevent our

coming at a clear and distinct view of the principal point at which we aim, it

will be necessary to notice two or three detached, and somewhat

irregularly-introduced statements.—The statement relative to the great change

in the value of money, as shown in the height of prices, was purloined by my

old friend of the Courier, and has been answered.




As to

the high rate of interest, which the nation has paid, and still pays, to the

fund-holders: this, embracing a point of fact, cannot be wholly answered

without a reference to those documents, which would give us correctin formation

as to the terms of the several loans that have been made, from which documents

we should, I believe, find that the conjecture of my correspondent is not

correct. But, whether the nation has, upon the whole, paid more or less than

five per centum a-year for the money that has been borrowed by its successive

administrations, is a point upon which I laid very little stress, it being

quite sufficient for my purpose, that it has paid a higher rate of interest

than land will bring; and, I think no one will deny, that upon the supposition

that lands are generally let by lease, it has paid nearly twice as high an

interest as lands will bring, loaded as they are with poor-rates, and with

several other burdens, from which the stocks are entirely exempted. The partial

instances of great gains from speculations in land, at the sea-side, or

elsewhere, are not to be noticed in an argument of this sort; and, besides, the

writer did not see me including the partial gains of fund-holders; the large

fortunes acquired by their gamblings I do regard as a terrible evil, but I did

not proceed upon a supposition, that, in a mere pecuniary point of view, the

nation was a loser by the acquirement of such fortunes. As being closely

connected with this point, I will here notice an observation, that the

willingness of persons to purchase stock and to hold it at a lower rate of

interest than they could obtain by letting their money out on mortgage is a

proof, that my argument, founded upon a supposition that every fund-holder knew

beforehand the uncertainty of his tenure, is not sound. But, are there not many

advantages, present advantages, always the most powerful in deciding men’s

conduct; are there not many of these advantages which the funds possess over

mortgages upon lands and houses? First, the funds are always open for deposit;

not a single day need ever be lost; the nature of the security is such, is so

well known, as to render the advice of no lawyer necessary, as safely to

dispense with the burdensome aid of attornies and negotiators of every

description. Next, the short periods and the punctuality of payment, to the

very hour, of the interest; whereas, in the case of mortgages, though the

payment be, in the end, secure; yet it may be, and it frequently, not to say

generally, is, very far from being punctual; and, in numerous instances, is, at

last obtained not without a lawsuit, a part, at least, of the expenses of which

must fall upon the mortgagee. Then comes the facility of transfer. From the

funds money can at any hour be drawn, without either expense or trouble. A part

can be withdrawn and a part left. In short, it is the same almost as having it

in your desk, with the advantage of its bringing interest while it remains

there. Can the same be said of mortgages? And, when to all these real present

advantages we add the chance of great gain, of the sudden acquirement of

fortune without any gift of talent or any exertion of labour, is it wonderful,

that men though they clearly perceive the inferiority of the funds in point of

permanent solidity, should prefer them to morgages, as a place of deposit for

their money? Arising out of these observations, there is another, which, though

not immediately belonging to the subject before us, I cannot refrain from

making; and, that is, that, while every transfer of propery, whether real or

personal, out of the funds, is loaded with a heavy duty, the transfer of funded

property is loaded with no duty at all; no tax of any kind; and hereby, in

addition to the sole payment of the poor-rates (now amounting to 6,000,000l.

a-year), is the land-holder most grievously injured. He is loaded with taxes on

one side, while on the other, a general, a national borrower has set up against

him, and has offered terms so advantageous to every lender, that it is, and

must be, with the utmost difficulty, that he can obtain a mortgage upon his

land. The consequence is, he sells it; the fund-holder, the jobber, the

contractor, the “blood-sucker and the muck-worm” purchase it; and thus are the

ancient gentry in the kingdom become nearly extinct. Why not, if we must have, as

we must have, new taxes; why not tax the transfer of stock? Not, however, that

I would aid in deluding the public with any hope of effectual relief from any

measure of this description, being fully convinced, that, unless the payment of

the interest of the debt be discontinued, all other measures will prove

useless.




A. Z.

acknowledges, that the fund-holder has no claim whatever to his principal,

unless the nation choose to pay him off at par, in which acknowledgment, I

should think, he would have perceived, that he himself was making a pretty

clear distinction between the foundation of funded and other property. But,

laying this aside for the present, let us proceed to the observation made upon

my statement, that the interest of the fund-holder had upon former occasions,

and by the sole will of the nation, been reduced. This fact, says A. Z., does

not alter the case; that is to say, it is no precedent for lowering the

interest now; because those of the fund-holders, who, upon the particular

occasion referred to, “did not choose to subscribe to Mr. Pelham’s plan, had

the option of being paid off their stock at par.” This circumstance may be of

weight as to degree; but, how does it impair the precedent as to the principle?

The stock-holder had, perhaps, purchased at a price above par. The loans had

been made at various prices; and when, from favourable circumstances, the

possession of funded property was become more advantageous than it before had

been, where, supposing that property to rest upon precisely the same foundation

as landed property, was the justice of compelling the fund-holder to sell out

at par, or to take a less interest than he had hitherto taken? But, proceeding

upon the contrary supposition; upon the supposition, that funded property rests

upon no other foundation than that of the ability of the nation to pay the

interest without risking its ruin, and, that, of that ability the parliament

must be the judge; proceeding upon this supposition, the measure of Mr. Pelham

was perfectly just.




In

coming now to the main position of this writer, that the interest of the

national debt rests upon precisely the same foundation as the ownership of

lands and houses, it ought, at the very outset, to be observed, that, if this

position be established, the proposition for seizing upon, and dividing the

real property of the nation, as an indemnification for the fund-holders,

becomes, at once, just and reasonable, though, as to its practicability, few,

even amongst the inhabitants of the ’Change, can, I should think, be very

sanguine. In order to maintain this position, my correspondent has recourse to

a description, sometimes not very correct, and I might, perhaps, add, not quite

so fair, as one could have wished, of the origin of the proprietorship of lands

and of tithes. He describes this proprietorship as proceeding from the

“arbitrary grants of despotic sovereigns;” or, more recently, from grants made

by limited monarchs, in conjunction with their parliaments; and, having

characterized these grants as founded in violence and injustice, he asks, “Is

not the title of the fund-holder as good as the title of those

land-proprietors, whose proprietorship arose from such grants?” As to the

goodness of the title, he himself has admitted, that a case of necessity may

fully justify the parliament in cutting off the payment of the interest upon

the debt; all, therefore, that I have to prove, is, that the proprietorship of

lands and that of funds, rest upon different foundations, the goodness or

badness of either being a matter of inference, left entirely to those who may

choose therein to deposit their wealth. And here, first of all, I must protest

against the description of “arbitrary grants by despotic sovereigns;” for, what

are we, the English nation, but the descendants of invaders, possessing the

country in right of conquest? Another conquest did, at a subsequent epoch,

confer a new right of the same sort, which was exercised either in making new

grants, or in confirming the grants made in virtue of the former right; and this

description, whether applied to land or to titles; whether to England,

Scotland, or Ireland; whether to times ancient, or to times recent; whether to

periods previous to the existence of parliament, or to periods since its

existence, is equally correct, is perfectly simple, and is as perfectly

consonant with all the principles of natural and universal law, strengthened in

many respects, and in very few impaired, by the common and statute law of this

realm. This is the foundation of the real property of the nation. The original

grants consisted of what the sovereign acquired by right of conquest. They

consisted of things which nobody possessed. They consisted not of things taken

or collected from the people; for the people were not originally the owners of

the soil; and, for this simple reason it is, that the people, considered in a

body, have no claim, either in law or in reason, to property the ownership of

which has grown out of such grants. But, is such the foundation of funded

property? Is such the foundation of the claims to a continuation of the payment

of the interest upon the national debt? Can it be said, that the money raised

for this purpose is not previously private property? Can it be said, that it is

not taken, or collected, from the people? Can it be said, that the interest to

be paid this very year is not at the moment I am writing the property of the

people who are to pay it? And, if this cannot be said, will it yet be said,

will my correspondent yet contend, that landed property and funded property

rest precisely upon the same foundation? And, will he still persist, that, in

contending for an inferiority of right in the fund-holder; that, in contending

for the justice, on the part of the people (through their representatives), not

to take away what they have granted out of their private property, but to

refuse to grant any more from that source; that, in contending for the justice

of this measure, rendered necessary, too, for the preservation of their

liberties and of the throne of their sovereign, I “strike at the root of all

property whatsoever?”




Here, as

to matter of controversy, I naturally stop, and wait for a reply; notifying,

however, that, as the position just discussed, and, as I think, refuted, is the

point upon which every thing inferior must turn, I shall hope, considering the

scantiness of my space and the various disadvantages arising from voluminous

discussions, to see the reply confined solely to this point.




Merely

as matter of observation, there are two passages of A. Z.’s letter which remain

to be noticed. The first is that, wherein he admits, that “when it shall have

been proved, that the interest of the debt can no longer be paid without ruin

to the country, it must be lowered, and possibly, in the end, be altogether

done away.” This admission, coupled with the position, that the interest upon

the debt stands upon precisely the same foundation as the ownership of lands

and of houses, does, indeed, produce a strange confusion of ideas; but, what I

am now tempted to ask, is, what will this writer regard as proof, that the

interest of the debt can no longer be paid without ruin to the country? Or, as

this would naturally depend upon the answer to another question, I would wish

to ask him, what he should consider as national ruin? If, in answer to this

latter question, he says: “The total annihilation of the people, or, at least,

their subjugation to a foreign power.” If no proof short of this will content

him, it must be confessed that it has not yet been given; though it must, at the

same time, be observed, that, if he wait for such proof, his remedy would be as

useless as a dose administered to a patient already most effectually relieved

by the hand of death. But, if his notions of national ruin extend not to the

utmost verge of national existence, then, let him look around him; let him view

the miseries and degradation of the people; let him look over the melancholy

account of 1,200,000 parish paupers, upon a population of nine millions of

souls; let him survey the innumerable swarms of tax-gatherers; let him trace

back the failures of the last war, the miserable attempts at peace, and finally

the peace of Amiens, big with the seeds of another and more disastrous war, to

their pecuniary causes; let him think of the influence, given by the funding

system, to jobbers and contractors and all that description of men, whose

interest is ever in opposition to the true interests and the honour and the

power of the country; let him, casting his eyes abroad, first look at India,

with all its fundholders, its debts, and its consequent wars; returning to

Europe, let him estimate the power of our natural and now implacable enemy,

punishing every where our friends, deposing kings, creating monarchies; and,

last of all, let him look at Boulogne, asking himself, at the same time, what

are the terms, how long the duration, and what the natural and no very distant

consequences, of the peace which next we shall make. This let him do, and in

doing it chase from his mind the fumes of delusion; and then let him say,

whether national ruin is not at hand, and whether the application of the

remedy, if it come not soon, will not come too late.




The

other passage, on which I think it necessary to make an observation, is that,

in which my correspondent introduces the authority of Mr. Fox, and this is the

only instance of a deviation from controversial fairness, of which I have to

accuse him. I have had recourse to no authorities; I have come to the

controversy unaided by the strength and unadorned by the brilliancy of

authorities; I have declared my opinions, as far as relate to living political

economists, to be my own; I have ventured forth at the risk of the imputation

of peculiarity; I have rested for success solely upon the truth of my facts and

the force of my arguments; an example which will, I trust, be, in future,

followed by all my opponents. As an omission, I might notice, that it was

incumbent on my correspondent, before he drew his conclusions with respect to

the binding engagements of parliament, to reconcile his notions upon that

subject with the measure for exempting the bank of England from making payments

in specie. But, as he has not chosen to meet this argument, it must, of course,

be concluded, that he was persuaded, that he could not meet it with any

probability of success.


















 




PARLIAMENTARY REFORM.




“Upon

this last score it is, that the people feel most sensibly; and, it must have

been evident to every tolerably accurate observer, that, by his tortuous

measures to protect peculators, Mr. Pitt lost more of the public confidence,

than by all his other measures and tricks put together. If, therefore, the new

ministers shall set their faces against all measures of this sort; and if, as I

trust will be the case, they should resolve to institute an inquiry into the

corruptions of the last twenty years; if they should do this, they need fear

neither the ‘blood-suckers” voices nor the arms of the French. But, if they do

not something, at least, in this way, all their other measures will be useless.

For they will inspire no public confidence; and truth to say, no public

confidence they ought to inspire.”




—Political

Register, Feb. 1, p. 143.




Much as

I have, at different times, heard upon this subject; various and contradictory

as have been the schemes for effecting, in the mode of electing members of

parliament, such a change as should render the House of Commons the real

representatives of the people, the real and efficient guardians of their

properties and their personal rights; little room as was left us for surprise

at any project of this sort that might now be broached, there are, I think, but

few persons, who could have been entirely free from emotions of that sort upon

listening to the speech of Mr. Tierney, made in the House of Commons on Monday

last, the 10th instant. This gentleman, upon the occasion here referred to,

moved for leave to bring in a bill for the purpose of altering and amending the

act of the 7 and 8 of William III. chap. 4, commonly called the Treating Act.

Leave was given; but not without some observations from Mr. Secretary Fox,

which shall be noticed by-and-by; and, the bill will, accordingly, be presented

to the House in the course of a few days.




As every

one, who feels the least degree of interest in the preservation of the

constitution, must necessarily regard this as a subject of great importance, I

think no apology necessary by way of introduction to the remarks which I am

about to submit thereon; and I am fully persuaded, that every reader, who has,

in any way or degree, the power of preventing this bill from becoming a law,

will, if he should not have already perceived the dangerous extent of it and of

the principles upon which it is to be supported, thank me for my endeavours

thereunto to draw his attention while yet there is time.




Mr.

Tierney, whom I had never before heard, opened his subject with a statement as

concise and as clear as his manner was unaffected and unembarrassed; the

arguments by which his proposition was supported exhibited similar evidence of

talent; his speech fully came up to what I had always considered as the

perfection of parliamentary oratory; and the impression it left upon my mind

was, that the speaker was a much greater man than I had ever before thought

him. But, in spite of this impression, which, especially under such

circumstances, was eminently calculated to produce acquiescence, the

proposition appeared to me, even at the moment most favourable to it, to be

grounded upon a partial and erroneous view of the great subject to which it

related; and, as I am perfectly ready to ascribe to the proposer none but the

most laudable of motives, I trust that, in endeavouring to maintain my opinion

with respect to his proposition, I shall be regarded as acting from motives

equally laudable.




He

stated, that, from the different constructions of the Treating Act, by

different committees and even different benches of judges, it was become matter

of uncertainty whether it was or was not lawful for candidates to pay for the

conveyance of electors to and from the place of election. That no law of

uncertain construction ought to exist was manifest; and, therefore, he

concluded, that something ought to be done to remove the uncertainty; a

conclusion, in which, of course, every one must be ready to concur. But, then,

it remained to be considered, what ought to be done: whether the uncertainty

should be removed, 1st, by enforcing the act according to its letter, and

thereby prohibiting, in all cases whatsoever, the conveyance of electors to be

defrayed by candidates; or, 2dly, by clearly distinguishing the cases, wherein

candidates should be permitted to defray, from those wherein they should not be

so permitted; or, 3dly, by giving the permission in all cases indiscriminately.

He chose the first of these; and, accordingly, his bill, if it become a law,

will contain an entire prohibition to defray the expenses of conveying electors

to and from the place of polling for members to serve in parliament.




When we

consider the scattered situation of electors; when we reflect how large,

comparatively speaking, is the number of those who reside at such a distance

from the place of polling as to render it improbable that they should, were

they compelled to travel at their own expense, that they should, in any

considerable proportion, ever poll at all; when this is considered, every one

will readily perceive, that a law, founded upon the proposition of Mr. Tierney,

would virtually disfranchise one-half, perhaps, of the present electors. An

objection, at once so powerful and so obvious, was not to be overlooked, and,

of course, not to be suffered to approach unanticipated, by such a person as

Mr. Tierney, who met it in advance, therefore, by observations to the following

purport. First, that the elector (in the case of boroughs and cities, leaving

that of counties to be hereafter noticed), if he removed from the place where

he inherited, or acquired, his franchise, did, as far as his distance therefrom

operated against his exercise of it, voluntarily disfranchise himself; that, if

in consequence of such distance, he was prevented from being able to give his

vote, the prevention arose from his own choice, and that, therefore, he had no

equitable claim to any indulgence or assistance, whereby to remove the

inability; and, further, that by his removal, he, in all probability, acquired

the right of voting elsewhere, and therein obtained a compensation for what he

had lost, having, indeed, done nothing more than exchange his franchise of

Guildford, for instance, for that of some other borough or city. These

arguments are plausible, but are they not much more plausible than solid? For,

who that contemplates, but for a moment, the state of society in this country,

the never-ceasing, and, in most cases, the necessary, migration from place to

place, will allow, that the removal of an elector from the place of polling is

an act, which ought to be called voluntary? Since the times, to which Mr.

Tierney reverted, and to which we shall by-and-by follow him back more closely;

nay, since the time that the Treating Act was passed, has not the state of

society in England undergone a total revolution? Have not the capital and its

environs now become, in population, equal to one-eighth of the whole kingdom;

and is not this population kept up and daily increased, in great part, by

migrations from the several towns and cities of the country; a migration

rendered absolutely necessary to the persons migrating, in order to their

obtaining of bread from the hands of those, who, through the means of the

taxing and funding system, draw the wealth of the country within the vortex of

the Bank and the ’Change? And, with these facts before us, shall we tell the

migrating electors, that, if they are unable to defray their own expenses to

and from the place of polling, they must put up with a virtual

disfranchisement, it having proceeded from an act of their own choice? Mr. Fox,

who, in expressing his intention not to oppose the bringing in of the bill,

could not help making an observation or two as to the difficulties that there

would be to surmount in the adoption of it, pointed out, in adverting to this

effect of disfranchisement, the case of soldiers, both of the regular army and

militia, particularly the latter, who, he said, would, if such a bill were to

pass, be virtually disfranchised, and that, too, not in consequence of any act

of their own choice, but in consequence of having been actually by law,

compelled to absent themselves from the place where they had acquired their

franchise, and that, too, for the purpose of defending, probably at the hazard

of their lives, the country together with all its franchises. This remark was

very just and pertinent; and, I hope to live to see the day when the principle

of it will be carried much further; for, as was long ago asked, in the Register,

where is the reason for expecting men to fill the ranks of the army, to offer

their lives for the service of their country, while to them, and to them alone,

the hope of participating in the much-valued franchises of that country, is for

ever cut off by the very act of their enlistment? As the army now stands, this

hope is very faint indeed; the soldiers are very nearly severed from the rest

of their countrymen as to all common interest; and to pass an act that would

sever them quite, and that, too, just at the moment when all men are wishing to

see formed an army whose interests should be completely interwoven with those

of the people, and who should feel, that, in fighting for England, they were

fighting for their own rights and immunities, must, I think, be regarded as

extremely impolitic as well as unjust.




But, to

return to the latter part of the argument of Mr. Tierney; namely; that, by his

removal, the elector does, in all probability, acquire the right of voting

elsewhere, and does therein obtain a compensation for what he has lost: does

Mr. Tierney, then, mean, that in every place, to which an elector can remove,

he will have a vote for members of parliament? Surely he cannot mean this? If,

from Guildford, for instance, where the right of voting is in the freeholders

and the freemen, an elector removes to Southampton, indeed, where the right of

voting extends to scot and lot, he acquires the right of voting again, but even

here, he must first be able to pay scot and lot, and he must have done it for

some time too previous to the day of election; but, if he remove to Winchester,

where the right of voting is confined to the Mayor and Corporation, he must

spend many years, and those very fortunate ones, before he can have any thing

to say in the choosing of members of parliament; and, if his removal be to

Croyden, which sends no members to parliament, he cannot even, by possibility,

obtain a compensation for the loss of his franchise as an elector of burgesses

to serve in parliament. But, the main tide of migration constantly sets towards

the cities of London and Westminster. In the former, the migrating elector has

to purchase his freedom before he can be entitled to a vote: in the latter, to

pay scot and lot is sufficient, but, then, he must not only pay scot and lot

first, but, after all, the city and liberties of Westminster, after having

swallowed up country voters equal to those now found in forty or fifty

restricted boroughs, afford but two members to represent the whole of them,

together with all its own native population. When we take this view of the real

state of the case, Mr. Tierney’s theory of compensation does, I think, in a

moment, melt into air. But, this is not all; for, it is quite impossible for

any man, deriving his right of voting from his freedom, to find a compensation

elsewhere; or, more properly speaking, it is impossible for the community to

find a compensation in any right of voting that he may acquire elsewhere,

unless, indeed, we are ready to allow (what Mr. Tierney afterwards seemed to be

strongly disposed to assert), that a diminution in the number of votes would be

a good, rather than an evil. In talking of a compensation for the loss of a

freeman’s vote in a borough like Guildford, Mr. Tierney appeared to suppose,

that, in case of a removal to and residence at Westminster, the elector could

vote, and ought to vote, at only one of the places; but, the fact certainly is,

that his scot and lot vote at Westminster does not deprive him of his freeman’s

vote at Guildford, and it as certainly ought not so to deprive him, any more

than his freeholder’s vote at Guildford ought to deprive him of his

freeholder’s vote for the county of Surrey; or, than his liveryman’s vote in

London ought to deprive him of his freeholder’s vote, if he has one, in the

county of Middlesex, or in any other county.




With

regard to freeholders, resident within the county to be polled for, but at a

distance from the place of polling, Mr. Tierney, perceiving clearly that to

them the theory of compensation elsewhere could not be applied, did, indeed,

confess, that, in the minds of some persons, there might be a difficulty in

enforcing the Treating Act according to the rigorous construction contemplated

by his bill; because it was evident, that many freeholders, though resident

within their county, must, from their utter inability to defray their own

expenses to and from the place of polling, be virtually disfranchised by the

operation of the Treating Act as altered and amended by him; and therefore he

was ready to grant, that many persons, amongst whom he had been one, had

thought, that, as to counties, some regulation should be adopted, such as

appointing different places of polling in the same county, in order to prevent

so serious a diminution being made in the number of those who now vote for

county members. But, further reflection had, he said, convinced him, that no

such measures of prevention were called for by the spirit of the constitution;

and in order to show, that this his conviction was founded in reason, he

reverted, and here I must beseech the reader to revert along with him, to the

origin of the forty-shilling qualification of freeholders. Let it be assumed,

says he, for the sake of arguing upon the inability of the distant freeholder

to defray his own expenses to and from the place of polling; let it, for this

purpose, be assumed, that forty shillings a-year is the utmost value of each

freehold; and then let us see under what circumstances, compared with the

present, this qualification was fixed as the suitable qualification for an

elector of members to serve in parliament. He then proceeded to state, that the

qualification was fixed in the eighth year of the reign of King Henry VI.; and

the reader will find, that it was by the act chapter 7. Now, said he, whoever

has paid attention to the subject will find, that, such has, since that time,

been the depreciation of money, that thirty pounds of the present day is a sum

not more than equal to forty shillings of that day; whence the House were left

to infer, not, perhaps, that no man not having a freehold worth thirty pounds

a-year should now be permitted as a freeholder, to vote for members of

parliament; but, certainly (because there was no other practical or rational

inference to be drawn), that there would be no departure from the spirit of the

constitution in virtually disfranchising a considerable portion of the

forty-shilling freeholders.




To this

doctrine, which I am persuaded I have stated with perfect fairness, I am very

anxious to direct the reader’s attention; because, if the time, which I have

bestowed upon matters connected herewith, has not been much worse than thrown

away, the doctrine, so far from being consonant with the spirit of the

constitution, tends to the utter destruction of whatever remains of that once

noble and hallowed fabric.




And,

first of all, when Mr. Tierney was reverting to first principles, it behoved

him to give the House some reason for stopping short at the reign of King Henry

VI. It behoved him to say a word or two at least as to the justice, or, at

least, as to the policy, of a measure, which began the abridgment of the

liberties of the people of England, and which was adopted in the reign of a

prince, whose councils were always distracted, whose life, from the interference

of foreigners and of women, was a scene of alternate tyranny and imbecility,

terminating at last in the destruction of himself and of his house. It really

did behove Mr. Tierney to say some little, in order to convince the House of

Commons, that the act of 8 Henry VI. to which he was resorting, as the basis of

his doctrine, was not itself a departure from the spirit of the English

constitution, as it then stood; that it was not an act of disfranchisement;

that it was not outrageously unjust; that it did not tend to degrade the

people, to throw them back into a state of subjection to the nobles, to

alienate them from the crown, and to render them the instruments in the hands

of those by whom that crown was afterwards, with so much facility, shifted from

head to head and from house to house. But, let us, for argument’s sake (for as

to the fact I shall always deny it), allow the act to have been both just and

politic; and then let us, agreeably to Mr. Tierney’s desire, compare the

circumstances, under which that act was passed, with the circumstances of the

present day. As Mr. Tierney chose to deal in theory whenever it suited him, and

where it suited him, to deal in practice, we will not stop to do anything but

smile at his assuming, that service in parliament must “still be considered a

burden,” just as much as it was in the reign of Henry VI. We will say nothing

about the price of seats, nor about the emoluments frequently arising out of

them. We will not dispute, that there might be, though we never read of it, a

Treasury Bench in the House of Commons, during the wars of the red and white

rose. Nor will we positively insist, though we have neither record nor

tradition for the affirmative, that there were no Bank or East India directors

and no loan or lottery contractors in the parliaments of the Edwards and the

Henrys. Upon none of these points will we dispute; but, when Mr. Tierney talks

about the depreciation of money, and would fain have us infer, that since the

reign of Henry VI. a vast increase has, from that cause, arisen to the number

of voters for members to serve in parliament, and, of course, a vast addition

to the weight of the people in the legislature, we must be allowed to inquire a

little into the state of the fact.




It

would, perhaps, be very difficult to come at the bare fact of what was the

number of persons, who actually voted for members of parliament immediately

after the passing of the law, of which we have been speaking; and, if we could

come at it and were to see how many members were then sent to parliament, we

should, destitute as we are of all authentic information as to the then

populousness of the kingdom, be as far as ever from the means of making a

correct comparison in that way. But, we know, that previous to the passing of

the forty-shilling act, every man having a freehold had a vote; and that, after

the passing of that act, every man having a freehold of the value of forty

shillings a-year had a vote. Now, then, in applying this in a comparison with

what exists in the present times, I beg Mr. Tierney not to overlook the

important circumstance, that all men, who had real property of their own, were,

in the times, to which he has thought proper to carry us back, freeholders, the

property which is now called copyhold, being then in reality the property of

the lords, occupied by themselves, or let out on lease and at a rent quite or

nearly in amount equal to its annual value, instead of being, as it now is, in

reality the property of others, who are merely tenants in form, and whose rent,

or fines, are, in point of property, in most cases, little more than a

recognition of the feudality of the tenure, but politically, they have the

important effect of depriving the persons, by whom they are paid, of one of the

most valuable and most valued rights of Englishmen. To bring us back, then, to

the spirit of the English constitution, since Mr. Tierney is resolved upon the

task, let him, without saying a word about the Treasury Bench, or about

directors and loan-makers, they being too tender to be touched; let him, laying

aside all trifles about Treating, which, in itself, is no bad thing; let him

propose, since forty shillings has been (and I allow it has) turned into thirty

pounds; let him, at once, propose, and he shall have my hearty assent to the

proposition, to make the qualification thirty pounds a-year instead of forty

shillings; but, let him, in the name of the constitution of England I conjure

him; let him include the copy-holders as well as the freeholders; and, let him,

too, restore, by an extension of district, or by some other means, the ancient

boroughs and cities to their former population and relative opulence: these

things let him do, or, which may be full as well, let him, in the name of that

same constitution, suffer every thing to remain quietly as it is, or, at least,

let him forbear to remind us of the spirit of the English constitution.




Since,

however, Mr. Tierney has forced the subject upon us, we must, lest our silence

should be construed into acquiescence, go a little further in controverting his

doctrine. He seems to have taken for granted the position, that, in consequence

of the depreciation of money, the number of voters has increased. It would be

very easy to show, that no increase whatever in the number of voters would

counterbalance the great, the irresistible, the terrible influence of the

taxing and funding system, to which, almost entirely, the rapid depreciation of

money is to be attributed. But, has the number of voters actually increased in

consequence of the depreciation of money? I do not ask whether it has increased

since the reign of Henry VI.; I do not ask whether it has increased at Old

Sarum and many other boroughs that could be named; I do not mean to ask,

whether, relatively considered, the number of voters have not greatly

decreased, taking as the points of comparison, the reigns of Henry VI. and of

George III.; I ask only, whether the number, not of voters neither, but of

freeholders merely, has actually increased since the rapid depreciation of

money began; that is to say, since the commencement of the funding system? I am

fully persuaded that it has greatly decreased; for, though, on the one hand, a

piece of ground or a house, that was formerly worth less than forty shillings a

year, is now worth forty shillings a year, and, of course, entitles the owner

to vote now though it did not formerly give him such title; yet, on the other

hand, how many hundreds and thousands of small freeholds have been swallowed up

by the immense fortunes amassed through the very same means which have

occasioned the depreciation of money! The taxing and funding, or, in other

words, the paper system, has, and from its very nature it must have, drawn the

real property of the nation into fewer hands; it has made land and agriculture

objects of speculation; it has, in every part of the kingdom, moulded many

farms into one; it has almost entirely extinguished the race of small farms;

from one end of England to the other, the houses which formerly contained

little farms and their happy families, are now seen sinking into ruins, all the

windows except one or two stopped up, leaving just light enough for some

labourer, whose father was, perhaps, the small farmer, to look back upon his

half-naked and half-famished children, while, from his door, he surveys all

around him the land teeming with the means of luxury to his opulent and

overgrown master. Is this not so? Will any man say that it is not? Will any man

say that the picture is over-charged? And will Mr. Tierney, while he must see that

the number of parish paupers has been nearly doubled in the last twenty years;

while he must see that we are daily advancing to that state in which there are

but two classes of men, masters and abject dependants; while he must see this,

does he yet represent the number of freeholders as having been increased by

these causes; and does he, indeed, hold a doctrine evidently tending to justify

a virtual disfranchisement of a considerable part of those that still exercise

the right of voting for members of parliament?




When Mr.

Tierney touched upon the depreciation of money, as affecting the civil or

political rights of the people, he was, as we shall, I think, easily convince

him, touching a cord, which, for harmony’s sake, might as well have remained

untouched; and, as this conviction may possibly tend to render him more

cautious for the future, it may not be amiss to endeavour to produce it.

Numerous are the ways, in which the depreciation of money, especially when

viewed in conjunction with the other effects of the taxing and funding system,

have abridged the privileges, the immunities, and the liberties of the people;

but, at present, I shall, for the sake as well of brevity as of clearness,

confine myself to one. In order to prove to us, that the depreciation of money

had worked in favour of the lower classes of the people, a material change, and

had caused, in this respect, a material deviation from the spirit of the

constitution of England; in order to prove this, Mr. Tierney went back to the

reign of Henry VI. For proof of a most striking instance of the contrary, I

will go back no farther than the reign of Henry VII. In the 11th year of that

reign was passed (chap. 12), the famous act of Forma Pauperis, and, under that

law, the sum of qualification for demanding justice free of all cost was five

pounds, which five pounds were equal to fifty pounds, at least, of the present

day; and, therefore, in order to restore to the people of England the spirit of

their ancient constitution, Mr. Tierney should propose, that the act of Forma

Pauperis should now be so altered and amended as to give to every man, not

worth fifty pounds, the benefit of this just, this wise, this fostering, this

truly paternal statute; this most effectual means of protecting the little against

the oppressions of the great, of preserving to the poor man the fruit of his

labour, of giving him a fair chance for rising in the scale of political

importance, and, above all things, of preventing him from falling into that

degradation of mind, and that indifference as to the good and the renown of

this country, which must ever be inseparable from a state of habitual

dependence and perpetual dread of petty tyranny.




Of

instances of this sort I could make a voluminous chapter; but, as this one may

suffice to convince Mr. Tierney, that he has here touched upon a cord of more

than one tone, it will, until a new necessity shall arise, be as well to spare

the probably too far exhausted patience of the reader, and to hasten to a

conclusion with a remark or two upon the objects, which, besides that of

rendering the Treating Act no longer liable to misconstruction, Mr. Tierney

appears to have in view. These objects, indeed, he stated; and, considering the

admirable perspicuity of the statement, it would be a shame in me not to have

clearly comprehended and remembered them. They were two: 1st, to prevent the

bustle and noise and loss of labour arising from the conveying, at the charge

of the candidate, non-resident voters to and from the place of polling; and,

2nd, to prevent the necessity of those enormous expenses of conveyance, which

expenses now operate as an exclusion from the House of Commons, of men of

moderate fortunes, who would otherwise, from the merited confidence acquired

amongst their neighbours, be returned to parliament in preference to those

persons that now are returned only because they have the money wherewith to

defray those enormous expenses, while men of moderate fortunes have not.




As to

the first of these objects, though I perfectly agree with him, that men travel

in a manner much more orderly, more silent, more expeditious, perhaps, and less

costly, when they travel at their own expense, than when they travel at the

expense of another, I am by no means disposed to allow that this is an advantage,

in the case of elections. An election ought to be a time of bustle and of noise

(if noise it must be called); for, if we think the contrary, let us at once

join in the cry of those pious and independent gentlemen, who so severely

censured Sir Francis Burdett, for “disturbing the peace of the county of

Middlesex;” and let us declare, that, as there will always be, while men are

mortals, bustle and noise produced by drawing great numbers of them together,

especially for the purpose of opposing one another; since such is the

inevitable consequence of opposition at elections, let us, in the fulness of

our hatred of bustle and of noise, frankly declare, that there ought never to

be an opposition at elections; to which let us add, that, for the purpose of

saving trouble to the electors, and of ensuring wisdom and public virtue in the

elected, that the nomination shall always be in the minister of the day. That

this savours a little of the absurd, I allow; but, I cannot help thinking, that

it will be regarded as a fair and natural deduction.




With

respect to the loss of labour; who, I would ask, is the object of Mr. Tierney’s

economical views; the elector himself, or the community? If the elector, let it

be observed, that if, in losing labour, he loses money, he saves the labour

itself; he spares himself all its exertions, its vexations, and its pains; and,

though labour be necessary, both to his sustenance and his public morals,

continual, never-ceasing labour is not, or, at least, it ought not to be. It

is, I am aware, becoming, amongst some persons, a favourite maxim, that the

handicraftman, the mechanic, and the ploughman, ought to pass six days in

constant labour, and the seventh in thanksgiving for all the good they enjoy.

As to the latter, disapproving, however, of any puritanical construction of the

precept, it has my decided concurrence. But, as to the former; as to imposing

the necessity of never-relaxing toil and care upon the lower classes of the

people, in order, as the expression is, to keep them out of mischief, it is a

maxim that never could have been engendered in any mind not by nature formed

for the exercise of the worst of tyranny; whereunto may be added, that the

acting upon such a maxim would not be less impolitic than unjust, the natural

and inevitable consequence being, either that the lower classes of the people

would become disaffected to the state, or would sink into total indifference as

to its welfare and existence, and would, when the occasion served, contribute,

by their activity on the one hand, or by their inertness on the other, to

overthrow, instead of defending, that from the destruction of which they could

not possibly apprehend any change for the worse. Besides, and to dismiss this

point with a remark which seemed to have escaped the mind of Mr. Tierney, the

loss of labour, whether a voter travel at his own expense or at that of

another, must be nearly the same; the loss of labour must bear an exact

proportion to the loss of votes; and, therefore, any hope of producing, in this

way, good to the community from his proposed alteration of the law, must

necessarily be founded upon a diminution to be produced in the number of

voters, which, as a project for effecting “a parliamentary reform,” has, it

must be confessed, all the attractions that perfect novelty can give.




There

remains to be considered, if the reader be not too weary to follow me, the

other object professed by Mr. Tierney; and in this there is much plausibility;

but, I think, a very little reflection will convince us, that this is the very

highest merit, to which it has any pretensions. We have seen, that the

necessary effect of the proposed law would be to diminish the number of voters;

but, where is the ground for hoping that the salutary consequences of which Mr.

Tierney speaks, would follow? Where is the ground for hoping, that, while the

paper system lasts, the good character and good will which the man of moderate

fortune acquires amongst his neighbours will, except in some particular ease,

operate so much in his favour as to enable him to oppose, with success, the

effect of the riches of the loan-jobber, the contractor, or the naboh? It will

not be disputed; indeed, Mr. Tierney allows, that the operation of his proposed

law would prevent from voting many of those persons who now vote; and, I think

it is evident, that, upon an average, more than one half of those who vote at

present would no longer vote. What, then, is the immediate consequence? The

close boroughs would, indeed, remain as they are; those boroughs where the right

of voting is confined to a dozen of persons could experience no change from the

proposed law; but, the open boroughs would experience a material change, and

which change, in a degree exactly proportioned to the effect of the proposed

law, would bring the open boroughs down to the state of the two

before-mentioned classes. In the counties, few, if any, of the small freholders

residing at more than six or seven miles from the place of election would vote;

and thus, every county, large or small, would be reduced to a level with an

open borough, and would, perhaps, poll a less number than a large open borough.

That such would be the effects of the project cannot be denied; and, therefore,

the only questions we have to ask of Mr. Tierney are these: Does he think, that

the rendering of the open boroughs close boroughs, and the rendering of the

counties open boroughs, would be likely to operate in favour of the object

which he professes to have in view? Does he think, that lessening the number of

the persons who are to decide an election will tend to ensure the independence

of those persons? Does he think, that the money of loan-jobbers and contractors

would not be as likely to operate upon a small number as upon a large number?

Does he think, that, if the voters of a county were reduced to so small a

number as to be worth their weight in gold, the gold would not be forthcoming?

In fine, does he really mean to say, that the county-members are now less

respectable and less connected with the people than the borough-members, and

that the boroughs, in proportion to the smallness of their number of voters,

are now represented by men of moderate fortunes, who have acquired their seats

through the confidence excited by their good character amongst their

neighbours? No: none of this does Mr. Tierney believes; yet, all of it he must

believe, before he can seriously hope to effect his professed object by the

means which he has proposed to employ.




That Mr.

Tierney does wish to carry his project into effect, it were uncandid to express

a doubt; but, that he should really expect to be able to do it is quite

incredible, especially when we consider what are the principles which have, for

twenty-six years past, been held and openly avowed by more than one half of the

persons who compose the present ministry. Let the Treating Act be rendered

plain; let its liability to misconstruction be removed; let it be rendered as

fair and as certain in its operation as the nature of the case will permit;

but, let it not be so altered as to have a necessary tendency to diminish the

number of voters, to render opposition at elections less frequent and less

obstinate, and to put an end to all that bustle and agitation, which, in some

instances, at least, elections still give rise to, and which are so favourable

to the preserving, amongst the people, a recollection of those rights, for

which their fathers so often and so nobly struggled.




Of what

has been denominated Parliamentary Reform, I have always disapproved; because I

never could perceive, in any one of the projects that were broached, the least

prospect of producing a real reform. Of universal suffrage I have witnessed the

effects too attentively and with too much disgust ever to think of it with

approbation. That the people of property; I mean all persons having real

property, should have some weight in the election of members of parliament I

allow; but, even if this were provided for by law, the funding and taxing and

paper system still continuing in existence to its present extent, I should be

glad to hear the reasons, whence any one is sanguine enough to conclude, that

the evil complained of by Mr. Tierney, the evil of leaving the making of laws

in the hands of men of mere money, who have little or no connection with or

feeling for the people; I should be glad to hear the reasons, whence, the

present money system continuing in full force, any man can conclude, that this

evil, as to the magnitude of which I agree in opinion with Mr. Tierney, is to

be gotten rid of. To me, it appears, that, while the present means of acquiring

such immense fortunes, at the expense of the people, remain, there can be found

out no effectual cure for this evil; and this is, I think, fully proved by the

uniformity in the parliamentary irresistance from the time the funding system

began to the present hour. Without laying much weight upon the theories of

Montesquieu, De Lolme, Paley, and others, who have written in praise of the

English constitution, we must allow, that the real protecting power of the

House of Commons lies entirely in their being able to refuse money. There was a

“pensioned parliament” in the reign of Charles II. But, in that reign, the most

excellent of our modern statutes were passed; and, let it be remembered, too,

that they were wrung from the throne solely by the power, the real and active

and frequently-exercised power of refusing money; not little paltry sums for

this public purpose or for that private job; but of refusing supplies, and

thereby checking the will of the king and his ministers, and effectually

controlling their measures, with regard to foreign as well as domestic affairs.

Since the establishment of the funding system we have seen many just and

virtuous measures originating in the House of Commons; we have seen kings

thwarted and ministers turned out by that House: whether the main object of

these struggles has generally been for public good, or party triumph; whether

they have generally tended to the happiness and honour of the country, or

merely to the emolument of the victors, are points that may admit of dispute;

but, that no House of Commons, since the establishment of the funding system,

has ever refused to grant supplies, however large and burdensome, and for

whatever purpose wanted, is a fact which admits of no dispute; and, as to the

present, we all know, that, when the minister now comes for money, the question

for the consideration of the House of Commons, is not, in fact, whether it

shall, or shall not, be raised upon the people, but, simply, in what manner it

shall be raised. Viewing the House of Commons, therefore, as “the guardians of

the property of the people,” as Mr. Pitt, in his better days, described them;

and not as assembled merely to discuss, or rather, to sanction executive

measures, I cannot, with the above facts before my eyes, perceive any ground

for hoping that any practical good would, while the funding system exists in

its present extent, result from the adoption of any of those projects, which

have professed to have in view what is called Parliamentary Reform; to which I

must add, that, in my opinion, every such project would be found utterly

impracticable; that it would, at once, drop lifeless from the hands of the

projector, or, which is infinitely worse, would disseminate the seeds of a

convulsion, to be freed from the numerous torments and horrors of which, the

people would gladly resort to the at once protecting and deadly shield of a

military despot. When the funding system, from whatever cause, shall cease to

operate upon civil and political liberty, there will be no need of projects for

parliamentary reform. The parliament will, as far as shall be necessary, then

reform itself; and, until then, no attempt at alteration in this respect,

should, in my opinion, and for the reasons I have above-stated, be made, either

in or out of the Houses of Parliament.——For the length of these observations I

have no other apology to offer than my persuasion of the vast importance of the

subject; and, if my arguments should be regarded as imperfect, or my opinions

as erroneous, my mind is, I trust, open to conviction, or, at any rate, my

pages are open to those who may think it worth their while to produce

conviction in the minds of my readers.




William

Pitt
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