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            Foreword

            by Matt Chorley 

         

         Yvonne Fair is an unlikely political commentator. The Motown singer enjoyed only modest commercial success in the 1960s and 1970s. Her one hit – ‘It Should Have Been Me’, a cover of a song written for Kim Weston – reached number 5 in the UK charts in 1975, telling of the pain of being overlooked for another. It would be almost half a century before it became the unlikely soundtrack to an exploration of the losers who were jilted at the electoral altar when the British public picked someone else.

         Whilst today’s crop of politicians (and political commentators) like to think that everything is new, that their skills are unique, that their achievements and failures are unprecedented, the truth is that much of what happens today has occurred before. As a result, some of the greatest political leaders have been those with a strong sense of history, who wanted to learn from the mistakes of those that went before them.

         It is why my mid-morning political show on Times Radio leans heavily on history to explain what is happening today. Having spotted that 2021 marked 300 years since Robert Walpole became our first Prime Minister, I launched a weekly feature with the historian and xjournalist Andrew Gimson, where each Monday we would spend ten minutes going through the lives of one of the occupants of No. 10. It was a brilliant way to not just learn more about the big ones – Pitt, Gladstone, Churchill, Thatcher – but to give the same prominence to the less-known PMs: Goderich, Rosebery, MacDonald. With fifty-five in total (at least at the time), it fitted almost perfectly into a year.

         So, when 2022 was dawning, I was keen to explore the other side. Those who sought the highest office but came up short. Nobody can be said to have got closer to power than a Leader of the Opposition who never made it into No. 10.

         There was no better choice for the feature than Nigel Fletcher, whom I have known for many years as the co-founder of the Centre for Opposition Studies. His knowledge comes not just from history books but from his own experience as an adviser to the Conservatives in their wilderness years and even as Leader of the Opposition himself as a councillor in the Royal Borough of Greenwich. He combined his detailed research with an eye for the absurd, often spotting poignant parallels with the politics of today. It was a perfect example of my show’s motto: politics without the boring bits.

         What is striking about the collection he has put together is that right from its emergence as part of our batty constitution, the role of Leader of the Opposition has been mostly a tiresome, thankless task. More often than not, it has involved picking up the pieces from defeat, rather than marching to glorious victory.

         Since the 1911 Parliament Act, which gave the Commons (and the party leaders who sat there) pre-eminence over the Lords, there have been thirty-five Leaders of the Opposition. Just fourteen made it to become Prime Minister. The rest lost or were removed from office by xitheir colleagues or the Grim Reaper before they got the chance to make their case to the country.

         Yet anyone with hopes of defying the odds and crossing the floor to form a government (yes, I’m looking at you Keir) would do well to study Nigel’s history of those who went before them. The lessons are many and varied: don’t challenge the PM to a pistols-at-dawn duel, do look after your health, don’t lose your own seat, do grab it if the chance to be PM comes, don’t wear a baseball cap.

         For some, like George Ponsonby or Jeremy Corbyn, being the nearly man was the pinnacle of their political lives. For others, like Joseph Chamberlain or William Hague, their careers are better known for what they did before and after.

         All of them, however, will have had reason to gaze across the despatch box and wonder what they might do if they were on the other side. To bemoan the circumstances that prevented them from reaching the highest office. And, even later in life, to wonder what might have been. To think: it should have been me. xii
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            Introduction

         

         History, as the old adage goes, is written by the winners. But it is also written predominantly about them, too. Those who make it to the top of politics in the UK and enter 10 Downing Street are assured of a place in history, however unimpressive or brief their premiership turns out to be. Whilst they might find themselves hugely overshadowed by the achievements of others, they can still claim the achievement of having secured the ultimate prize. In the words of Liz Truss, who set a new record for the shortest tenure in the job, ‘At least I’ve been Prime Minister.’

         The interest in the office has led to multiple libraries’ worth of books on the subject, from studies of its holders to earnest academic tomes on every aspect of the role. We have musings on different prime ministerial leadership styles, the geography of power in No. 10, the role of advisers, and the mental and physical health of leaders over time. Full-length biographies on individual Prime Ministers have been supplemented by numerous anthologies bringing together biographical sketches of all or some of them. Most of these books are fascinating, and I am as partial to consuming this vast literature as any other political and historical addict. But look across to the other side of the political equation and it is a very different story. xiv

         Despite usually being portrayed as the UK’s alternative Prime Minister, a search for books on Leaders of the Opposition turns up a dramatically reduced list of results, if any at all. As someone who finds political opposition a fascinating subject, this is a source of constant frustration to me, and I have tried to do what I can to provoke greater interest. This has involved co-founding the Centre for Opposition Studies (with my friend and colleague Professor Mohammed Abdel Haq), organising numerous events and conferences on the topic and generally sounding off about it whenever given a platform, microphone or any form of audience. Despite my best efforts, opposition remains somewhat in the shadows.

         I was therefore delighted when Matt Chorley from Times Radio suggested to me at the start of 2022 that I join him on his show each week to talk about a different Leader of the Opposition. The previous year, Andrew Gimson had done the same with Prime Ministers, and this seemed a neat variation on the theme. I started compiling a list, keeping to Matt’s primary rule that the leaders must only be those who failed in the end to become Prime Minister, to avoid repetition of those who had been covered in Gimson’s list. In this contest, winning was a disqualification.

         The first question was how far back in history to go. Like everything about the British constitution, the role of Leader of the Opposition evolved over time, and there is no definitive point of origin. As you go back into the mists of time, party structures become less distinct, and it is progressively harder to identify a single figure as being the pre-eminent oppositionist amongst the shifting mess of personalities and factions jostling for position. Until Robert Walpole, it was not even clear who was the leader of the government, and the situation on the other side of the House was even more confused.

         I therefore chose to start with a prominent figure who made his xvname in opposition during the latter part of the eighteenth century and who was certainly a contender to become Prime Minister during his tenure. Charles James Fox has a better claim than most to be considered the first Leader of the Opposition, despite that job not having yet solidified into its modern form. He is also a major figure in parliamentary history and a colourful character in his own right, so his life and career would certainly make for an interesting and entertaining start to the list.

         The existence of two houses of Parliament provided another complicating factor, as throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Prime Ministers could be appointed from either of them. Parties had leaders in both houses, and it was often difficult to determine which of the two was the real alternative Prime Minister. Sometimes it turned out to be neither of them, though they usually had the strongest claim. I therefore included opposition leaders from both the Commons and the Lords up until 1911, when the Parliament Act relegated the upper House to a clearly subservient position and since when Prime Ministers have only come from the Commons.

         Also included on the list were a number of individuals whose status as Leader of the Opposition was contested or not properly acknowledged at the time but who nevertheless either met the accepted definition of the role or fulfilled its duties. During at least two periods in the twentieth century there was some ambiguity about who should be recognised as Leader of the Opposition, with rival claimants to the title. As a result, names such as William Adamson and James Maxton, which had been omitted from certain other online lists, appeared on my nerdy spreadsheet. For the sake of completeness, I also included all those who led the main opposition party, regardless of how short their tenure. Thus, the list encompassed not only acting Labour leaders George Brown, Margaret Beckett and Harriet Harman but also the xviConservative Robert Carr, who took on the duties of the job for just a week in 1975 after Edward Heath stood down.

         Playing by these rules, I ended up with a list of forty-four Leaders of the Opposition, which, after accounting for a handful of breaks during the year, would take us from mid-January to just before Christmas 2022. Every week, I settled into a routine of researching the next leader on the list, in readiness for the time shortly before noon on Monday when I would set up the microphone at my desk and join Matt on his show for between five and ten minutes, regurgitating a stream of biographical facts until the midday news bulletin cut me off.

         To introduce the slot, Matt wanted an appropriate piece of music, but after putting out an appeal on Twitter for the best songs, we decided there were just too many good ones to narrow it down. This was the origin of what became known (at least to us) as the best political music montage on the radio, with a megamix encompassing Beck’s ‘Loser’, D:Ream’s ‘Things Can Only Get Better’ and ending with the superb ‘It Should Have Been Me’ by Yvonne Fair. For the whole year this heralded my weekly countdown of leaders, and since then my Monday mornings have felt somewhat empty without my personal theme music to perk them up.

         It was great fun to be part of the show, whose mantra is to offer listeners ‘politics without the boring bits’, and I duly tried to enliven my brief biographical sketches with fun facts and pub quiz trivia. Duels with pistols, questionable nicknames and links to classic children’s TV shows all got a mention at various times. The feature seemed to be getting good feedback and reached a wider audience when the whole series was released as a set of omnibus episodes of the Red Box Politics Podcast.

         There was, however, a limit to how much we could discuss on air, and I began thinking about what to do with the sets of notes I had xviicompiled throughout the year. Matt was amongst those who suggested I consider turning them into a book, and I was delighted when the idea found favour with the team at Biteback Publishing. And so began the task of compiling the volume you now have in your hands.

         I say ‘compiling’, but it swiftly became clear that my brief notes really only scratched the surface of the leaders and their lives, and I would need to go back to the sources I had previously consulted, as well as a number of others. For some of the leaders there exist full published biographies, but for others the material was more scant. I am indebted to the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, which provided a great starting point for many of the entries, particularly towards the beginning of the period. The ‘History of Parliament’ project was also very helpful for some of them. But I decided to add another major source of material to my research, which seemed appropriate given the origins of this project. This was the archive of The Times newspaper, available to online subscribers as well as via certain academic databases.

         With newspapers going back to 1785, this superb resource neatly spanned the whole of the period I needed to cover and provided a wonderful insight into how each leader was perceived during their time and how they were remembered afterwards. In fact, the obituaries were a particularly rich source of material, and I soon found that many of them pulled no punches in making frank and harsh judgements about the recently departed, damning them with faint praise or worse. I have drawn extensively from these but have also tried to use coverage of other notable incidents during their lives as well. Piloting my computer back through the centuries to specific days in history was an absolute joy, and I can highly recommend this form of virtual time travel. If you want to try it for yourself, access to 200 years of the archive from 1785 to 1985 is included in the price of an online subscription to The Times and to my mind justifies the cost on its own. xviii

         It is, however, quite a sobering experience to read a succession of death notices and obituaries in a fairly short space of time, particularly after having researched the subjects’ lives and careers and seen them as fully rounded people, rather than just names on a list. It was sometimes a tragic trajectory: early promise, political advancement, onwards towards the ultimate prize, only to see that ambition thwarted in some way, leading to disappointment in later life before they succumbed to inevitable decline and death. But whilst that is the pattern we might typically expect from a book on ‘failed’ leaders, in truth their experiences varied considerably. Whilst some of them did indeed set their hearts on becoming Prime Minister and will for ever be marked by their failure to achieve that objective, others were never remotely in contention for that office and knew they were merely minding the shop in opposition. Others had highly distinguished careers in the great offices of state and were, by any objective measure, successful and consequential figures, whose period as Leader of the Opposition was often a brief and unremarkable interlude.

         In writing their entries for this book, I faced the perennial challenge of how to condense full and complex lives into an average of just 2,000 words per person. Clearly any such exercise had to be selective, but I didn’t want to restrict myself to just writing about their tenures as leader. What I thought was most interesting was to give a sense of how they ended up in the job, where they came from and the type of person they were. If they later went on to greater glories, that was also worth noting, but it was their backstory that I thought needed to be told in the first instance. Inevitably, this too had to be done in broad terms, and I apologise in advance to the scores of historians with greater expertise on each of the individual leaders, who will no doubt consider that I have left out some vital piece of the story or oversimplified the politics of the age. xix

         What I cannot apologise for, however, is the degree of triviality and irreverence that often emerges in some of the stories I have chosen to include. One of the reasons I was so pleased to join Matt’s show in the first place was that I had already come to enjoy its splendid mix of serious political commentary and unashamed silliness. There is already enough dullness in politics and sadness in the world, so the occasional bit of light relief is essential to save us all from despair. Matt and his team do a great job on that score, and I have tried to bring some of that spirit into what follows. Silliness is a vastly underrated component of life, and my only regret is that there isn’t even more of it in the book.

         Of the more serious themes that emerge, I think the most striking is the supreme importance of luck and chance in the fortunes of leading politicians. We talk about ‘accidents of history’ as though they are somehow exceptional, but the truth is that history is just one long accident. This is particularly noticeable in politics, where the fates of particular individuals can have a significant measurable effect on the course of events. Whilst it is tempting to see personal qualities and political acumen as the biggest factors in determining whether someone makes it to No. 10, this denies the sheer bloody-minded randomness of events. Untimely deaths and illnesses, resignations and electoral losses have all intervened at various times to obstruct the ambitions of would-be Prime Ministers and to put others in their place. The gap between success and failure is often much narrower than many would care to admit.

         Whether or not Leaders of the Opposition stand much chance of being Prime Minister, they are nevertheless defined by their relationship with that office. They stand in the shadow of 10 Downing Street, whose occupant is the focus of all their political activity for however long they are doing the job. They can never be allowed to forget that their opponent is in power and they are not. xx

         But opposition in Parliament is in itself a worthy and necessary duty, and its toleration within the political system is an important democratic principle. Providing the country with a licensed critic of the government, and demonstrating that an alternative to them exists, is a potent constitutional statement, however thankless the task might seem. Many of the people on this list could easily have ended up in No. 10, whilst for others, the prospect was little more than a theoretical possibility. But in the roller coaster world of politics, even making it to the leadership of the opposition is an achievement worth noting. Certainly, all of those whose lives are covered in these pages achieved some degree of success in their careers or fulfilment in their personal lives. There is much more to them than not quite becoming Prime Minister.
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            1

            Charles James Fox

            Whig, Leader of the Opposition 1783–1806

         

         Charles James Fox was a big figure. In the history books, as in life, he looms large, a substantial presence in every sense. Unusually for someone who did not become Prime Minister, his name is more familiar to many historians than some of those who did. Having commanded the floor of the old House of Commons in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, his imposing physical presence remains there, immortalised in marble with his right hand raised mid-speech, as one of the statues lining what is now St Stephen’s Hall in the Palace of Westminster, the site of the old chamber. There he faces his old adversary William Pitt the Younger, their political rivalry frozen in time.

         Completed in 1856, fifty years after his death, it is not the most flattering of statues. His coat is held together at his chest by a single button, which strains to contain the ample stomach pushing his waistcoat out beneath. His size had been a signature target for cartoonists of his age such as James Gillray, but even the more formal pictures showed off his bulging waistline, with a 1782 portrait by Joshua Reynolds showing his coat similarly parted. These visual representations captured a key aspect of his character, as someone whose private excesses and 2enjoyment of life’s material pleasures were notorious. But he was also a huge figure in the politics of the age, and it is this which has kept his name echoing down the centuries.

         He was born on 24 January 1749 in London, the second son of Henry Fox (later 1st Baron Holland). His mother was Lady Caroline Lennox, daughter of the 2nd Duke of Richmond, whose father was the illegitimate son of King Charles II and his mistress Louise de Kérouaille, Duchess of Portsmouth. Fox was therefore the biological great-great-grandson of the ‘merry monarch’, whose colourful private life he was in many ways destined to emulate.

         His family links to the Stuart royal line were not confined to these maternal genes, however. His paternal grandfather Sir Stephen Fox had been a pageboy to Charles I at the time of his execution 100 years earlier, and it is no coincidence that he was himself given the very Stuart names Charles and James. That someone with such a royalist pedigree should have spent most of his political life criticising a king is something of an historical irony, though of course the Hanoverian George III was from a different royal line.

         The baby Charles seems initially not to have impressed his father, who described him as ‘weakly’ and observed, ‘His skin hangs all shrivell’d about him, his eyes stare, he has a black head of hair, and ’tis incredible how like a monkey he look’d before he was dressed.’1 Despite this inauspicious start, father and son soon developed a close relationship, with Henry finding the young boy ‘infinitely engaging & clever’ and greatly enjoying spending time with him.

         Throughout his childhood, Charles was constantly indulged by his father, in whose eyes he could do no wrong. It was said the elder Fox once forgot a promise to his son that he could watch a wall being demolished and ordered it to be rebuilt purely so Charles could watch it being knocked down again. Similar stories began circulating in 3London society, including the occasion when Charles walked into his father’s room whilst he was working, picked up one of his papers, declared that he didn’t like it and threw it onto the fire. Instead of punishing this insolence, his father quietly wrote it out again.

         His relationship with his mother was more distant, though even she recognised his precocious intelligence and praised how ‘infinitely engaging’ he was, entering into his parents’ conversations, reading with them and being ‘in every respect the most agreeable companion’. Despite this, she recognised that his excessive self-confidence might not endear him to others, writing to her sister, ‘These same qualities, so pleasing to us, often make him troublesome to other people. He will know everything … and is too apt to give his opinion about everything.’2 This astute observation certainly pointed towards a career in politics.

         He was educated at Eton, where he made a number of lifelong friends who he called ‘the gang’. His achievements as a Latin scholar impressed his tutors, but it was another form of education that was perhaps to have a greater effect on his later life. At the age of just fourteen he was taken to Paris by his father, given a large amount of money and allowed to indulge himself for the first time in the pleasurable vices of gambling and sex. Returning to Eton somewhat more worldly, he was asked to leave the college early the following year, having been judged to be ‘too witty’ and ‘a little too wicked’ to stay on.3

         Instead, he went up to Oxford, where he studied mathematics and classics but left without a degree. He was soon back in Paris, where he stayed a while before embarking on a grand tour of Europe that took in Italy and Switzerland. It was in these early years that he developed his love of French fashion and became friends with many of the country’s leading society figures. Travelling with his gang of Etonian friends, he met intellectual figures including Voltaire, partied with the 4Duc d’Orléans and bedded a succession of mistresses and prostitutes, cheerfully writing home to his friends about the collection of ‘poxes and claps’ he picked up along the way.4

         Having been a precocious child, it was fitting that his entry into Parliament should have been equally premature. He was elected in 1768 at the age of nineteen, which was technically too young for him to have been legally eligible, though this does not seem to have impeded him. His seat of Midhurst had been secured for him by his father, whose own political career had come to an end three years earlier when, shortly after accepting a peerage as Lord Holland, he was forced from his post as Paymaster of the Forces. In those days it was not unusual for holders of such public offices to use them to line their own pockets, but Holland was viewed as having done so excessively, embezzling large sums of public money to make himself a fortune.

         Having been a much-indulged son, Fox spent much of his political career repaying the favour by publicly defending his father’s honour – a rather thankless task, given the circumstances. As well as deflecting questions about financial propriety, anther long-running battle he took up was on the question of his parents’ marriage. They had eloped, with the wedding being against the wishes of the bride’s parents, the Duke and Duchess of Richmond. In 1753 Lord Hardwicke had brought forward legislation which became the Clandestine Marriages Act, designed to help aristocratic parents prevent such romantic scandals, and Henry Fox had understandably taken the measure as a personal affront.

         Nearly twenty years later, as an offspring of that marriage, Charles James Fox sought to remove the taint from his parentage by proposing a repeal of Hardwicke’s Act. He had by this time developed a reputation as a talented orator, making frequent contributions in the chamber, which marked him out as a young man of great ability. These skills 5were all the more impressive given he spent a large part of his time gambling, betting on horses and drinking. The circumstances in which he introduced his marriages bill in 1772 were a prime example, as one of his biographers vividly described:

         
            On the 7th of April Fox’s bill for the repeal of Lord Hardwicke’s Act came on for discussion. The day before Fox had been at Newmarket, losing heavily as usual on the turf. On his way back to town to introduce his first important measure into Parliament – a bill which was to alter the social arrangements of the country, and remove a stigma from his family – he fell in with some friends at Hocherel. Characteristically enough, he spent the night drinking with them instead of preparing for the struggle of the morrow, and arrived on the next day at the House without having been to bed at all, without having prepared his speech, and without even having drafted his bill. Nothing but the most consummate talent could have saved him.5

         

         Luckily for him, he possessed such talent and produced a masterful performance. He briefly introduced his bill, then sat down to allow the Prime Minister Lord North and Edmund Burke to make their case against it. According to Horace Walpole, who witnessed the scene, Fox seemed barely to have listened to them but then rose and ‘with amazing spirit and memory’ ridiculed and refuted their arguments and won the day. As Walpole commented, ‘This was genius.’6

         It was a short-lived triumph, however. Having won its first reading by a majority of one, the bill came up again the following month for debate. Fox was absent, the call of the racecourse having once again been too much to resist, and by the time he had hurried back from Newmarket, the bill had been thrown out by a large majority. This episode neatly illustrates the tension between his reputation as a brilliant 6parliamentarian and his equally prominent reputation for indulging his private vices. In the following two years his father had to bail him out financially, paying off gambling debts that had reached the staggering figure of £120,000 (over £14 million in 2023 prices).

         He was also getting a reputation for capricious behaviour in politics. He had accepted junior office in Lord North’s government as a member of the Board of Admiralty in 1770 but resigned two years later in protest of the passing of the Royal Marriages Act, which he saw as another slight against his parents. North then appointed Fox to the Treasury board in late 1772, where he was reported to have worked diligently over the following year before a sudden outbreak of cavalier behaviour led to his being dismissed. The row blew up over the obscure issue of a pamphlet which had been published impugning the impartiality of the Speaker of the House of Commons. The printer was summoned before the House to apologise, but Fox was not content to let the matter rest there and publicly berated North for not pursuing the matter more strongly.

         This attack on the Prime Minister by a 25-year-old junior colleague was considered outrageous by King George III, who furiously instructed that the young upstart be sacked. Lord North duly wrote Fox a letter informing him of his dismissal from office with the delicious words, ‘Sir, his Majesty has thought proper to order a new commission of the Treasury to be made out, in which I do not perceive your name.’7

         Such was the dry wit of this note that Fox initially thought it was a practical joke by his friends. Once he realised the truth, he made his displeasure clear in person to the king, making a cutting remark about his dismissal when they met in passing at court the next day. The king, making dismissive small talk, reportedly asked whether he was ‘out today’, to which Fox replied, ‘No, but I was yesterday thanks to your 7Majesty.’8 The enmity between the two men would last for the rest of their lives and have serious consequences for the politics of the age.

         After these early brief periods in government, Fox remained firmly in opposition for much of the next decade, during which time his political views matured and became more radical. During the American War of Independence Fox aligned himself with the revolutionary Americans, which provided a substantive issue on which he could attack Lord North’s government – a task he set about with relish. He also started to see parallels between the fight for representative democracy in the United States and what he saw as the undemocratic exercise of power and influence by George III and his ministers in Great Britain. Such attitudes saw him painted as unpatriotic or even treasonous, but his scathing performances in the Commons in which he attacked ministers for the conduct of the war came to be dreaded by those in government.

         Nineteenth-century biographer Henry Offley Wakeman called Fox ‘the first of parliamentary gladiators’, and believed, ‘His unfailing spirits, his universal popularity, his iron nerves, his unrivalled power as a debater, all marked him out as the real leader of the Opposition in the House of Commons.’ It was during the debates on the American Revolutionary War, he said, that Fox perfected ‘the gifts of quick retort, ready wit, clear statement and dashing attack’.9

         Nor was his activism restricted to the power of his oratory. On occasion his political battles became very much more physical. In the spring of 1779, Fox and other leading Whigs took up the cause of a senior naval officer – Admiral Keppel, a member of one of the great Whig families – who was being court-martialled for refusing to engage a French fleet in the Channel. Fox and his colleagues believed the trial was politically motivated, and when the verdict of Keppel’s acquittal 8came through they organised a triumphant riot, encouraging a mob of supporters to march to the Admiralty and smash windows, which forced the First Lord of the Admiralty and others to flee in panic. In a sign of the fashion for political dissent to be brewed alongside caffeinated beverages, Fox was said to have plotted the violent demonstration from a coffee house in St James’s called Betty’s.

         The mixing of politics with violence during this time threatened to end Fox’s career in a most dramatic way. In November of the same year, a supporter of Lord North called William Adam accused Fox of having libelled him, an accusation which the latter denied. This being the eighteenth century, there was only one way for their honour to be satisfied. On 29 November the two men met at 8 a.m. in Hyde Park to fight a duel. They both fired their pistols twice, and Fox was hit in the stomach but ‘only slightly’. He later joked that he would have been killed if his opponent had not charged his pistol with substandard government gunpowder.10

         It was characteristic of Fox that he should treat such a near-death experience so casually. A few years later the mounting debts caused by his gambling led to an order for all his goods to be sold. Horace Walpole happened to be passing his house at the time and reported that as his home was stripped bare, Fox came out and talked to him nonchalantly about a bill before Parliament as if nothing out of the ordinary was happening.

         Having perfected his skills in opposition, Fox had become one of the leading political figures of the day. In 1780 he became the MP for the high-profile Westminster constituency and completed his move to a populist Whig ‘man of the people’, supporting protest movements against the government and appearing on platforms alongside noted radicals such as John Wilkes. Despite these anti-establishment credentials, he was soon transported back to the heart of government. 9When Lord North resigned from office in 1782, his replacement, the Marquess of Rockingham, appointed Fox as Foreign Secretary. However, his tenure in high office was cut short when Rockingham died just a few months later. George III informed his ministers that he would appoint the Earl of Shelburne as his new Prime Minister, a decision to which Fox reacted angrily, speaking to the king ‘in a strong way’ and resigning his seals of office. He then went out for dinner at Brooks’s and stayed there drinking until 4 a.m., when he moved onto White’s. In an ominous sign of the political divisions within the royal family, Fox’s dining companion that night was his friend the Prince of Wales.

         Fox’s opposition to Shelburne put him into an unlikely alliance with Lord North, who also opposed the new government’s approach to finalising peace with America. They united their supporters with the aim of bringing about the downfall of the government and eventually succeeded in doing so. When Shelburne resigned, the king tried in vain to find an alternative to Fox and North but was eventually forced to accept what became known as the Fox–North coalition, nominally headed by the Duke of Portland. Not only did George III get no choice over his Prime Minister, but Fox and North gave him no say whatsoever over the composition of the government, instead presenting him with complete lists of ministers, with North serving as Home Secretary and Fox returning as Foreign Secretary. This represented a significant curtailing of the royal prerogative and was such a humiliating personal defeat for the king that he talked seriously about abdicating the throne.

         Instead, George III determined to obstruct the coalition however he could. It lasted from March to December 1783, when it was defeated in the House of Lords on the East India Bill, which sought to increase government control of the East India Company. The measure had 10been approved by a large majority in the House of Commons, but the king pressured peers to vote against it in the House of Lords, telling them that any who voted with the government would be considered his enemies. When the bill was defeated he dismissed the government, sending messengers that very night to demand Fox and North hand over their seals of office. In their place he appointed William Pitt the (very much) Younger as Tory Prime Minister at the age of just twenty-four.

         Fox was outraged by this further abuse of the royal prerogative over a measure which had the clear support of the Commons. But he also took satisfaction in the fact that the king’s behaviour would now be seen as plainly unconstitutional and that his own supporters in the Commons would not put up with it. Certainly, many Whigs considered the appointment of Pitt a laughable act of desperation, with no other politician willing to attempt to govern without support in the Commons. They dubbed his government the ‘mince pie administration’, as they predicted it would not last beyond the end of Christmas.

         Throughout the beginning of the new year, Pitt attempted to persuade Fox to take office alongside him but was firmly and publicly rejected. Instead, Fox ramped up the rhetoric about the abuse of royal power and used his parliamentary majority to bring government to a standstill. However, as the weeks wore on, his majority slowly diminished as traditionalist-minded MPs became alarmed at the ongoing constitutional crisis and moved to back the government. Then, in March 1784, the king dissolved Parliament, despite it having three years left to run, and plunged the country into an acrimonious election to settle the matter.

         In a vitriolic and dirty campaign, the king used all the influence of the Crown to help return a majority for Pitt’s government. Fox feared he might lose his Westminster constituency, such was the intense 11campaigning. Whilst he avoided that indignity, he was roundly defeated across the country in a result that was seen as a vindication of George III’s belief in his right to choose his own ministers. The ‘mince pie administration’ of William Pitt that had been predicted to last a matter of days in the event lasted for seventeen years.

         As a result, Fox himself was cast back into opposition, where he remained for twenty-two long years. Later Leaders of the Opposition might consider that sentence to be a cruel and unusual punishment, and it certainly dwarfs the very brief periods that some served in the role. But it must be remembered that there was at this time no formalised role for a Leader of the Opposition in the modern sense. Fox was out of office, and personally opposed to Pitt’s government (and indeed to the king himself), but the extent to which he chose to exert himself in the duties of scrutinising and challenging the government ebbed and flowed over the years. For a time it seemed his political career might be over, but the events that would take place a few years later brought him back into contention.

         First was the impeachment of Warren Hastings, the former governor of Bengal, who was accused of mismanagement and corruption whilst in India. Fox was appointed as one of the managers of the trial, and in its early weeks in 1788 sought to link the allegations to the purposes behind his East India Bill of four years ago, which had led to the fall of the coalition government. His interest was less in the individual charges against Hastings and much more in seeking retrospective vindication for the measures he had proposed in government. It was left to Edmund Burke to do most of the hard work on the trial, which would eventually last for seven years. Having played a prominent role at the start, Fox’s interest dwindled as the proceedings ground on, and he had concluded that it was a wasted effort long before Hastings was eventually acquitted. 12

         Meanwhile, in the same year the trial started, the bitter feud between Fox and King George III had taken a dramatic turn when, in October, the king was incapacitated by some form of mental illness. The events of what became known as the Regency Crisis are today most familiar to audiences of Alan Bennett’s 1991 play The Madness of George III and the film version made three years later. The play charts the dramatic months during which it seemed the king would be permanently unable to fulfil his duties and showed the Prince of Wales plotting with Fox to have a regency declared, after which the prince would remove Pitt from office and replace him with Fox and his colleagues.

         Whilst this fictionalised account captures something of the drama and political intrigue of the time, it rather overstates Fox’s role. In fact, when the king was first taken ill Fox was overseas, on a tour of France and Italy, and did not return for several weeks. When he did, he was reported to be ill and his attendance at party meetings and debates was sporadic. As the crisis continued into the new year in 1789, Fox left London for a month and his attempts to control the Whig response by post were not wholly effective. Despite these absences, he had set out his clear views on the matter in December, arguing that if the king was incapable, the constitution should behave as though he were dead and the Prince of Wales should automatically exercise the full powers of the Crown. He strenuously opposed Parliament placing restrictions on those powers, an argument which seemed rather at odds with his impassioned defence of Parliament’s rights five years earlier.

         Had the king remained incapacitated, a regency would have been declared and Fox would have been returned to office. Indeed, he and his colleagues had occupied themselves during the crisis drawing up lists of Cabinet appointments, whilst assuring the Prince of Wales that his accession as Prince Regent was imminent. But it was not to be. The king recovered and the Regency Bill was abandoned. After coming so 13close to winning back power and avenging the humiliation of five years earlier, Fox was once again cast back into the political wilderness by his nemesis, the king.

         Returning to opposition, Fox immediately faced the problem of holding the Whig Party together as opinion divided on one of the major issues of the day. Ironically, this particular division also centred on the proper role of the Crown in the constitution, but in this case it was the French Crown, with the debate being about how to respond to the French Revolution of 1789. Fox himself had reacted to the storming of the Bastille by writing excitedly to a friend that it was ‘the greatest Event that has ever happened in the world’, and he continued to view developments across the Channel as an exciting advance towards a more progressive constitutional monarchy.11 In this he was at odds with his former mentor Edmund Burke, who viewed the revolution as a disaster and angrily denounced Fox’s views. The breakdown of relations between the two men over the issue was complete and they never spoke again.

         The split with Burke was symptomatic of Fox’s inability to unite the Whigs during this time. As the French Revolution turned increasingly bloody with the execution of King Louis XVI in 1793, Fox was appalled by the violence but continued to view the original objectives of the revolutionaries sympathetically and the new French Republic as a lesser evil than despotic monarchy. Such views became increasingly controversial as Britain went to war against revolutionary France and the fracturing of the Whig Party continued, with more and more of Fox’s former allies deserting him and giving their support to the government at what they considered to be a time of national crisis.

         From 1794 onwards, Fox could barely be said to be leading a party at all, with his supporters reduced to a small band of friends. It was hardly an organised opposition, let alone an alternative government. 14He occupied himself for the next few years with vocal opposition to the Pitt government’s introduction of controversial measures such as the Treason Bill and the Seditious Meetings Bill, which sought to ban or restrict unauthorised political meetings and public debates. Fox considered these proposals to be an unjustified assault on civil liberties and evidence of the country sliding towards despotism. There was even a direct link to George III himself in the origins of the legislation. The king’s carriage had been attacked as he drove to the opening of Parliament in November 1795, with stones thrown from the crowd. Parliamentary outrage at the incident and claims that the event was part of a wider plot provided Pitt with the excuse to introduce the ‘emergency’ measures.

         Fox’s speeches against the legislation were a reminder of the power of his oratory in the Commons, even if his band of supporters was diminished. He outlined a clear and compelling argument that clamping down on free speech and political protest would only increase the chances of violent revolution, such as had occurred in France. As he put it:

         
            Look to France before the period of her revolution. Was it the facility of public meetings, or the freedom of discussion granted to the subject, that tended to produce that great change? On the contrary, was it not the absolute prerogative of the King? Was it not the arbitrary power lodged in Ministers? … In countries where men may openly state their grievances and boldly claim redress, the effect of their complaints and remonstrances may, indeed, for a time be obstructed by the operation of ministerial corruption and intrigue; but perseverance must ultimately be effectual at procuring them relief. But if you take away all legal means of obtaining that object, if you 15silence remonstrance and stifle complaint, you then leave no other alternative but force and violence.12

         

         It is a powerful argument for political freedom of speech and a warning of the consequences if peaceful opposition is restricted. He extended his campaign against the measures beyond Parliament, calling directly for people to protest against them: ‘I do hope that the bill will produce an alarm; that while we have the power of assembling, the people will assemble.’13 He spoke at a public meeting attended by thousands of people and called on them to petition Parliament against the bills. He became increasingly vocal in his campaigning and was less cautious about being associated with radical political causes and extra-parliamentary protest. But the unsuccessful campaign was a last hurrah for his career as a major opposition leader. Disenchanted by his inability to prevent such measures passing, he decided to boycott Parliament completely, beginning in 1797. He sold his London house and moved permanently to St Ann’s Hill in Surrey.

         Fox’s ‘secession’ from Parliament was not a final departure. He remained an MP and continued to offer advice to other Foxites, who still looked to him as their leader in the absence of a clear replacement. He occasionally attended dinners and gave support to prominent radicals and reformers. At one dinner in 1798 he was recorded to have drunk a toast to ‘our sovereign, the People’ – an act of perceived disloyalty to the Crown that saw him removed from the list of Privy Counsellors. He had pushed the boundaries of ‘loyal opposition’ too far.

         For four years he remained largely absent from Westminster, and it was only the resignation of Pitt in 1801 that prompted him to return to the political fray. A few years later, in 1804, he entered a surprising political alliance with Pitt’s former Foreign Secretary, Lord Grenville, 16who had chosen not to rejoin Pitt’s government. When Pitt died in office in 1806, Grenville became Prime Minister of a coalition with Fox and his supporters, which has become known as the Ministry of All the Talents. Fox was appointed Foreign Secretary, more than two decades after he had last held the job.

         The king, however, continued to loathe him, declaring just a few weeks earlier that he would not ‘suffer’ him to sit ‘in any Cabinet’.14 Despite this, Grenville would not permit a royal veto of the appointment, and Fox returned to the Cabinet, having first been sworn back into the Privy Council, from which the king had excluded him eight years earlier. The displeasure this must have caused George III was perhaps one of the reasons Fox agreed to return, as he had by this point lost his appetite for power and accepted office more from a sense of duty to his followers than any great desire to rule.

         He was also by this point very ill and became increasingly so over the summer. He died at a quarter to six on the evening of Saturday 13 September 1806 at the Duke of Devonshire’s Chiswick House, which had been lent to him for his last weeks. The report in The Times the following Monday recorded that ‘his last hours were not disturbed by any bodily suffering’.15 It then went on to offer a long and glowing appreciation of his life, which contained superlative praise of his abilities, particularly as an orator:

         
            Of his eloquence and debating powers, it is not easy to speak in terms that can convey an adequate idea of them. His speeches may be considered as among the finest examples of argumentation, abounding in pointed observations and just conclusions, cloaked in forcible expression, and delivered with manly boldness: The leading characteristic of his oratory was a ready and, as it were, intuitive power of analysis, which he possessed beyond any man now living; 17and it would not exceed the truth, perhaps, if it were added, equal to any man that has ever lived.

            As to his political conduct, we shall not attempt to enlarge upon a subject of such wide extent, of such complicated parts, and abounding in concerns of so much weight and importance. A large volume would scarce be sufficient to contain it; and to attempt to reduce it to a column, would be to disgrace the subject, and disgust the reader. To the Historians we shall leave that difficult and laborious task. To that department, alas! Mr Fox himself is now consigned.16

         

         I can only agree with the final sentiment, and I hope my attempt to reduce the subject to this chapter does not ‘disgust the reader’, particularly if that reader is one of the many historians who have indeed undertaken the ‘difficult and laborious’ task of properly chronicling the life of Charles James Fox. He continues to fascinate scholars of parliamentary history to an extent that is highly unusual for someone who never made it to 10 Downing Street. There are of course many details of his life and the causes he pursued to which I have been unable to do justice here, but even this partial sketch has occupied much more space than will be given to other leaders in this book. That is an appropriate mark of his significance as an opposition leader.

         Why did Fox not make it to become Prime Minister? The single most important factor, we have to conclude, was the lifelong hatred that existed between him and King George III. The origins of that enmity lay in the friendship between Fox and the Prince of Wales (later George IV) and the king’s conviction that his son had been led astray into a life of vice. He detested the prince’s behaviour and both he and Queen Charlotte blamed Fox for it. This might not have been entirely fair, but the closeness of the two men and their reputation for 18personal excesses – gambling, drinking and womanising – bound them together in the popular consciousness.

         The fact that the king should have the power to block the advancement of a politician he detested both fuelled and justified Fox’s attacks on what he saw as the abuse of the royal prerogative. The role of the Crown in the constitution runs as a thread throughout Fox’s career, from Britain to America to France. The tension over how vehemently it was possible for him to attack the government whilst remaining loyal to the Crown was a live issue throughout these years. The partisanship of George III would have made it extremely difficult for any opposition leader at this time.

         Ironically, it was Fox’s closeness to the Prince of Wales that perhaps prevented him being seen as a more dangerous revolutionary. Throughout history, political opposition has often rallied behind the rival court of the heir to the throne, allowing them to attack the monarch’s ministers without appearing disloyal to the idea of monarchy. The twenty-year rivalry between Pitt and Fox was in some ways a proxy war between George III and his son, and therefore the Prince of Wales is sometimes credited as being the most important figure in opposition for much of this period. But in truth, Fox’s towering presence on the political scene established him as the undisputed Leader of the Opposition, and it was this position, legitimised by the prince’s favour, that made him the Prime Minister-in-waiting. Even if, ultimately, that waiting was in vain.
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            Whig, Leader of the Opposition 1808–17

         

         ‘A little-known mediocrity who was related to Lady Grey.’ That is the rather devastating phrase with which the historian Archibald S. Foord dismisses the next leader on our list, George Ponsonby.

         After more than two decades of the personal battle between William Pitt and Charles James Fox dominating the political debate, their deaths in 1806 were bound to leave something of a vacuum at Westminster. The leaders who followed them, in government and in opposition, struggled to live up to their illustrious predecessors and were perhaps bound to be seen as mediocre by comparison.

         After the collapse of the Ministry of All the Talents in April 1807, the Whig opposition was initially led in the House of Commons by Charles Grey, Viscount Howick, who would later (as Earl Grey) become Prime Minister, thereby disqualifying him from our list. It was his elevation to the House of Lords in November 1807 that led to the search for a new Leader of the Opposition in the Commons. An obvious candidate might have been Samuel Whitbread, Grey’s brother-in-law, who was an impressive speaker in debate, but considered too radical for the job. Other better-known contenders were also ruled out 20or declined for one reason or another, so the choice fell on 53-year-old George Ponsonby, who said the job was ‘really above my qualifications’ but accepted it on the basis that he would do ‘more harm by declining than by accepting’. Another colleague gave him the less than ringing endorsement that ‘any choice is better than none’.1

         Who was this reluctant nonentity? Born on 5 March 1755, he was the third son of John Ponsonby, who served as the Speaker of the Irish House of Commons for fifteen years – at the time Ireland was a separate kingdom with its own Parliament, prior to the Act of Union. His mother was Lady Elizabeth Cavendish, daughter of the 3rd Duke of Devonshire. Ponsonby himself was educated first in Dublin, then attended Trinity College, Cambridge, was admitted to Lincoln’s Inn at the age of twenty to become a lawyer and was called to the Irish Bar four years later. He was married to Lady Mary Butler, daughter of the Earl of Lanesborough.

         He had also followed his father into politics, having been elected to the Irish Parliament in 1778, representing Wicklow. I say ‘elected’, but this perhaps gives an unduly democratic impression of the process, given the electoral franchise at this time was still rather limited and explicitly barred Catholics from voting. He was then appointed to a number of quite lucrative positions in the Irish government, benefitting from the patronage of successive Lords Lieutenant of Ireland, who were appointees of the British government. One such position was Counsel to the Revenue Commissioners, bestowed upon him in 1782 by the 3rd Duke of Portland, husband of Ponsonby’s cousin. This post brought him £1,400 a year – equivalent to about £190,000 in 2023 prices.

         Given his Whig connections, he did well to remain in office in Dublin when the Tory government of William Pitt came to power in London, but his fate soon matched that of his Whig counterparts there. During the Regency Crisis he backed an address in the Irish 21Parliament calling for the Prince of Wales to be made regent and was dismissed from office in 1789. He therefore entered opposition, becoming a founding member of the Irish Whig Club whilst continuing his practice as a barrister throughout the 1790s. Ponsonby became one of the leading opposition figures in the Irish House of Commons, arguing in favour of ending the ban on Catholics voting in elections and introducing a bill for parliamentary reform. Somewhat surprisingly, he made a brief return to government office in 1795, after the Duke of Portland entered Pitt’s government in London and appointed the Whig Earl Fitzwilliam as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Ponsonby was offered the post of Attorney General of Ireland, but the administration was suddenly ended the following month when Pitt recalled Fitzwilliam in alarm at his proposals for Catholic emancipation.

         Ponsonby spent the following two years attempting in vain to advance the causes of Catholic relief and parliamentary reform, but, increasingly disillusioned by politics, he withdrew from Parliament in protest in 1797, an act that mirrored that of Fox in the British Parliament at the same time. However, he returned after a year in order to fight plans for political union between Ireland and Great Britain, becoming ‘the chief conductor of opposition’ to the proposed legislation, which would become the Act of Union.2 He achieved success in delaying the measure in 1799 but was unable to prevent it passing a year later, and subsequently the Irish Parliament was abolished.

         He now found himself not just without a parliamentary seat, but without a Parliament. This did not last long, and in 1801, after a hard-fought and expensive campaign, he defeated his opponent by seventy-three votes to be elected as MP for Wicklow in the new Parliament of the United Kingdom. The change in constitutional arrangements was not without incident, as initially his election writ was ‘by a blunder … made returnable to the Irish Parliament’, voiding the election.3 After 22the error was corrected and he was eventually returned to the correct Parliament in a new election, his reputation as a leading Irish Whig went before him, as The Times reported at the time: ‘Mr Ponsonby, the successful Candidate for the County of Wicklow, is considered as the Leading Member of the Irish Opposition. The greatest expectations are announced by that party, from his eloquence, application and firmness.’4

         These great expectations seemed at first to be fulfilled. In his first months in the new Parliament he threw himself into opposition at Westminster, opposing and acting as a teller in votes against various government measures related to Ireland. He directly tackled Pitt on the floor of the Commons in a debate over foreign affairs, during which Fox himself rose to join the questioning on the points his new colleague had raised. However, this initial burst of activity was not sustained, and after June 1801 he made no contributions to debate for nearly three years, returning frequently to Ireland to continue his legal practice. He did however continue to play an influential role as Fox’s leading adviser on Irish matters and an active player in Whig politics.

         He was therefore well placed to benefit when the Ministry of All the Talents was formed in 1806 following the death of Pitt. As Fox took office as Foreign Secretary, Ponsonby was made Lord Chancellor of Ireland and joined the Privy Council. It might have been expected that his rise to high office in Ireland would be good news for Catholics there, given his previous support for measures to advance their cause, but his tenure was considered a disappointment in this respect. He made little effort to pursue reform, and soon suggested to Whig leaders in London that he would be prepared to give up the job to return to the House of Commons, from which he had been excluded upon taking office. There was brief consideration of making him Home Secretary but this came to nothing. 23

         After the government fell in 1807 Ponsonby did not contest the general election, so remained out of office and out of Parliament as the Whigs returned to opposition. It was therefore somewhat surprising that he should have emerged as the agreed candidate to replace Earl Grey as Leader of the Opposition in the Commons, given the number of other prominent MPs with far greater energy and skills of oratory. Ponsonby did not even know many of his fellow opposition MPs, nor they him. The reason he emerged, it seems, was that he was the candidate who provoked the ‘fewest objections’ from across the broad opposition coalition of Foxites and Grenvillites.5 He was the ultimate compromise candidate, a stop-gap leader who, with Grey joining Lord Grenville in the Lords, would largely defer to direction from those two more senior figures in the upper House. The plan was agreed at a summit meeting on 11 December at the Duke of Bedford’s house, attended by Grey, Lord Grenville and his brother Thomas, many of the great and good of the Whig aristocracy, and supporters of the Prince of Wales. In his absence, Ponsonby was elevated to what George Tierney (sarcastically?) called ‘the high and lucrative post of leader of the opposition’.6 The small inconvenience of him not being a member of the House of Commons was remedied the following month when the Duke of Bedford arranged for him to be elected as MP for the pocket borough of Tavistock, in time for the start of the parliamentary session.*

         In a much-quoted remark, Grenville had told his brother some weeks before that he was hesitant to recommend Ponsonby, arguing that ‘a leader of an Opposition cannot be chosen and appointed as a leader of a government party may’ and that ‘in opposition, people will follow, like hounds … the man who shows them game.’7 The choice of 24simile (which he admits borrowing from Viscount Bolingbroke)† is a particularly fitting one, given that the origin of the term ‘whipping’ is derived from the ‘whippers-in’ who bring stray hounds back into the pack. But less well remembered are the next paragraphs, in which he expresses further doubts about the wisdom of the choice: 

         
            Secondly. That if the choice did depend on us, although I incline on the whole to think George Ponsonby would do the best, I do not know enough of him to pledge myself so decidedly to him as I should by such a step as that of making him, by my interference, the leader of our united army; and that I think there is some ground to hesitate between him and Lord Henry Petty.

         

         Whilst he was persuaded to agree to the choice, it remained to be seen whether in leading this particular ‘army’ Ponsonby was indeed the man to ‘show them game’. The signs were not good. His first outing, responding to the king’s speech, was distinctly underwhelming. According to Hansard, he ‘observed, that his majesty’s speech contained such a variety of topics, that it was difficult to express an opinion upon it’. He followed this with a surprising complaint, given the modern habit of complaining about pre-emptive government leaks, that ‘had the substance of the speech been known to the public for two or three days before the delivery of it, this difficulty would have been much lessened.’8

         Another speech a few weeks later went down slightly better, but at the end of February he mismanaged a party dispute and ended up publicly disagreeing with his colleague Samuel Whitbread on the floor of the House, exposing the splits in his ranks. A similar incident 25occurred again in May. Colleagues despaired, and there was talk of removing him, but the party grandees failed to act. The following year, there were yet more occasions where Ponsonby found himself publicly contradicting Whitbread, who commented witheringly to Grey, ‘I confess I should always yield my opinions with less reluctance if I thought Ponsonby had any opinion of his own, but I see no trace of it, either in general plans, or in particular motions.’9 

         During the 1809 session, Ponsonby was warned his party was hopelessly split. There was talk of replacing him with Lord Henry Petty, but this fell down when Petty succeeded to his title as 3rd Marquess of Lansdowne and went to the House of Lords. A clearly exasperated Grenville wrote that ‘we must abide by Ponsonby’, even if there was no way ‘of leading those who have no thought of being led at all’. At the start of the next session, the Speaker of the House of Commons noted in his diary that ‘Ponsonby [was] reinstated in the nominal lead of the opposition’.10

         Having clung on, he remained in place for two dramatic events. First, the final illness of George III saw the Regency Bill proposed, and he played a prominent part in proceedings, criticising the detail of the proposals and the procedures being used to enact them. He also attempted to give the Prince of Wales greater control of royal household appointments, but his motion on this was narrowly defeated. Had the Prince Regent brought the Whigs into power at this time, Ponsonby might have been made Home Secretary – many thought he would have been incapable of leading for the government in the Commons. In the event, the prince kept his Tory ministers in place, and it is even said Ponsonby advised him to do so.

         Then, in May 1812, tragedy struck as the Prime Minister, Spencer Perceval, was assassinated on his way into the House of Commons. Ponsonby spoke movingly in tribute to him in the Commons on a 26motion to provide financial support to the bereaved family, with The Times reporting on his speech the next day: ‘Though he widely differed from Mr Perceval in political questions, no man entertained a higher opinion of his honour, nor a warmer affection for his person.’ In a sign of the unity which breaks out between government and opposition on such tragic occasions, he had begun his remarks with the statement, ‘The honour of the House and the country was concerned with showing that no variation of principle could prevent an entire participation in the indignant feeling excited by such an atrocity.’ His speech was greeted by repeated cries of ‘hear, hear’ from the Chamber, and after paying further tribute to his fallen opponent’s qualities as a ‘husband, father, brother and friend’, he sat down, as The Times put it, ‘seemingly greatly affected’.11

         It was a rare example of a well-received speech from the opposition leader. Despite consistent grumbling from his colleagues, he plodded underwhelmingly on, year after year. On occasion he headed back to Ireland to attend to his interests there, and many felt the opposition was more effective during such times, with George Tierney deputising for him. In 1816 he switched from his English constituency to an Irish one, becoming MP for Wicklow once again, and used the opportunity to urge greater attention by the government to the condition of the Catholic population there. In the 1817 session, like Fox before him, he opposed the draconian introduction by Lord Liverpool’s government of a Seditious Meetings Act and refused to join a secret committee on the issue.

         On 30 June 1817, he made an intervention on the Irish Grand Jury Presentments Bill. The Chancellor of the Exchequer was about to move a further motion when the House was suddenly adjourned early ‘in consequence of the sudden illness of Mr. Ponsonby’.12 He had 27collapsed behind the Speaker’s Chair, just minutes after finishing his speech. The Times described the sad scene the next day:

         
            Immediately after the motion of adjournment was carried, strangers were excluded from the gallery and the lobbies and passages, in consequence of the sudden indisposition of Mr Ponsonby, who was stricken, as we understood, by some disorder of an apoplectic nature. The Speaker and a number of members remained in the house and in the lobby for a considerable time. Mr Ponsonby was conducted to the room of the Speaker’s Secretary, and medical assistance was immediately sent for.13

         

         After receiving initial treatment, he was taken back to his house in the Speaker’s carriage and Lord Grey and other friends were sent for. He died a week later, on the morning of 8 July. There is a certain tragic irony that five years after Spencer Perceval was mortally injured in the lobby at one end of the Commons Chamber, Ponsonby should himself have been fatally struck down just outside the opposite end. The report of his death in The Times is notable for the way it gently but frankly details his shortcomings:

         
            His talents were more useful than splendid; more suited to the arrangement of affairs, and the detail of business, and the tranquil investigation of truth, than capable of obtaining a command over the understanding of others, of dazzling by their brilliancy, or controlling by their powers. In truth, he was an honest, sincere, steady man: and his eloquence was naturally adapted to the level tenor of his mind. He never aspired to the lofty dignity of a Pitt, and was alike incapable of the quick conception and rapid elocution of a Fox. 28

            He was less fertile in expedients, less perplexing in argument, and less pertinacious in debate than Mr Perceval. The ardent spirits of his own party so far ran beyond him in their attacks, that they almost forgot they fought under his colours; to whom, therefore, he was rather a point d’appui after the battle, than a leader in the field.14

         

         Despite such hard truths about his performance, Ponsonby’s tenure is nevertheless worthy of note. He was the first person to be explicitly chosen as Leader of the Opposition in the Commons, rather than slowly emerging into the role through pre-eminence over time. He presided over a loose coalition of factions but was nevertheless acknowledged as their sole leader in the House, a development that played a significant part in the gradual formalisation of the party system. But above all, for someone put in place as a stopgap compromise leader, he displayed impressive resilience in the face of the constant criticism and ridicule from his own ranks, remaining in post for nearly a decade. As many of his successors would discover, such tenacity in politics is an achievement in itself.
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            * So-called ‘pocket boroughs’ were those seats in the Commons controlled by the patronage of one family, with the MP being essentially their nominee.

            † The line recalls a phrase he attributes to Viscount Bolingbroke, who had once written of the Commons that ‘they grow like hounds, fond of the man who shows them game’.

         

      



OEBPS/images/9781785908361_cover_epub.jpg
MHN]STERS

~  LEADER S OF THE OPPOSITION | "






OEBPS/images/title_image_online.jpg
MINISTERS

E OPPOSITION
8300

NIGEL FLETCHER

Biteback Publishing





