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			Introduction


			The Victorian era was the period during which Queen Victoria occupied the throne of Great Britain and Ireland, an era that lasted from 20 June 1837 until her death on 22 January 1901. It was a time of tumultuous change in the country, both for the Queen and her subjects. It was also a time when Britain truly dominated the world. The British Empire, of which she was sovereign, was, at its height, the largest the world had ever seen, covering more than 20 per cent of the earth’s land surface and including more than 20 per cent of the population of the world. It reigned supreme in the nineteenth century as did British industry and commerce. British manufactured goods dominated world trade and business. Goods were produced more efficiently and priced more competitively as a result of British technology and innovation. In the textile industry, for example, technological developments caused an astonishing growth in productivity. An unprecedented variety of goods and items became accessible to the new mass market at home and abroad. Other countries lagged far behind which allowed Britain to use its commercial, financial and political power to turn itself into the much-vaunted ‘workshop of the world’.


			They were extraordinary times that brought changes not only to the economy but also to society. There was massive population growth. The population of England and Wales increased from 16.8 million in 1851 to 30.5 million in 1901, the year of Victoria’s death. The population of Scotland rose dramatically, too, from 2.8 million in 1851 to 4.4 million in 1901. Ireland’s population went the other way, however, due to the devastating famine that ravaged the country between 1845 and 1852, after a blight affected potato crops. This led to death on a huge scale and mass emigration. A million people died and another million emigrated in search of a better life. Emigration was not limited to Ireland, however. A further 15 million left Great Britain, headed for Canada, the United States, South Africa, New Zealand and Australia.


			Politically, the two principal parties throughout much of Victoria’s reign were the Whigs-Liberals and the Conservatives, although as the century drew to a close, the Labour Party was beginning to emerge as a force. There were great statesmen, some of whom held the highest office in the land on more than one occasion. Amongst the great men of the age were Lord Melbourne, William Gladstone, Benjamin Disraeli, Sir Robert Peel, Earl of Derby, Lord Palmerston and Lord Salisbury. The weighty matters with which they tussled during Victoria’s reign included electoral reform, the Corn Laws, factory conditions and Home Rule for Ireland. 


			One of the most important changes that occurred in the Victorian era was undoubtedly the extension of the electoral franchise. In 1780, just 214,000 had the right to vote in England and Wales – a mere 3 per cent of the population. It was worse in Scotland where only 4,500 men – out of a population of 2.6 million – had the vote. Large cities such as Leeds and Birmingham did not have a single MP to represent them, while ‘rotten boroughs’ – constituencies with tiny electorates that were used by patrons in order to gain influence in the House of Commons – sometimes sent two MPs to Westminster. Dunwich in Suffolk, with a population of just 32, was one example of such a phenomenon. Agitation for reform grew after the French Revolution and governments, afraid of revolution in Britain, began to extend the franchise with a series of Reform Acts – in 1832, 1867 and 1884. The last of these enfranchised all male house owners in both rural and urban areas, adding six million to the registers of voters. Of course, it would still be some time before women would gain the vote but at least this progress was achieved without the revolutionary activity that took place across Europe several times during the Victorian era.


			Life for everyone changed dramatically in Victorian times. Until the 1830s, transport on land had generally been by horse-power or simply walking. The coming of the railways changed everything. Now people who had previously left their immediate environment only rarely, could travel to the coast or to beauty spots or to visit friends. They might have an uncomfortable, and sometimes downright dangerous journey if they travelled third class, but unprecedented opportunities now opened up for them. And goods could be taken from one end of the country to the other quickly. Newspapers began to be truly national as they, too, could benefit from rail transport. This affected politics as politicians were able to get their message around the country via the press or they could travel more easily to different parts of Britain to spread their message. Steam also powered ships crossing the Atlantic and the Channel, as well as the machines that helped to make Britain the ‘workshop of the world’. 


			Living conditions also improved throughout the 63 years of Victoria’s reign, as legislation dealt with squalid housing conditions and slum landlords. These did not altogether disappear but the introduction of running water and internal drainage systems in all new residential buildings, as stipulated in the 1875 Public Health Act, undoubtedly improved living conditions and prevented the spread of disease. Working life, too, saw improvements, through a series of Factory Acts that limited the hours worked by women and children and, even, in 1847 gave all factory workers a half-day off on Saturdays. Naturally, unscrupulous employers always found ways to circumvent the new regulations, but they were certainly steps in the right direction.


			There is no escaping the fact that to be poor in Victorian times was harsh, whether it was in 1837 when the new young monarch had just come to the throne or at the end of the century when she was becoming old and frail. The only way to get the wherewithal to live, albeit frugally, was to enter the harsh world of the workhouse. Grinding poverty remained a blight on the country that considered itself the most industrially advanced in the world. And power lay throughout the period in the hands of an elite: a wealthy, aristocratic, landowning class that had little knowledge of the way most people lived. The maintenance of the Corn Laws in order to fill the pockets of those who already had plenty, to the cost of those who had very little, was little short of shameful and they were only repealed with great difficulty and the determination of the Prime Minister at the time, Sir Robert Peel.


			The Victorian era was one of extremes – grinding poverty and extraordinary wealth, exploitation and generous charity, and innovation and unyielding conservatism. Perhaps that helps to explain the fascination of the period for the reader interested in discovering a past that greatly informs our present.
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			The 1830s: Reform, Unrest and a New Queen


			Whigs and Tories


			During the 1830s four men occupied the office of Prime Minister – the Duke of Wellington (1769-1852), Earl Grey (1764-1845), Viscount Melbourne (1779-1848) and Sir Robert Peel (1788-1850). Melbourne and Wellington would, in fact, go on to twice occupy the highest office in the land. It was a decade marked by important reforms and great unrest, giving these four eminent politicians much with which to contend. A great deal of the trouble was caused by the agitation for parliamentary reform that had been stirred up by the political issues of the last two years of the previous decade.


			In February 1828, following a campaign by Protestant dissenters, Lord John Russell (1792-1878), the leader of the Whig opposition in the House of Commons, brought forward a bill to repeal the Test and Corporation Acts. The Test Act and the Corporation Act of 1661 had the purpose of restricting Roman Catholics and Nonconformists – Protestants who refused to conform to the strictures of the established Church of England – from holding public office. Although these measures were engrained in Tory sensibilities, Russell’s bill passed in the Commons by 44 votes and also flew through the House of Lords. In effect, little changed for Nonconformists because these statutes had not been enforced for some considerable time. However, it represented the thin end of the wedge for many, especially regarding Catholic emancipation which was seen as a tangible erosion of the legal and religious basis on which the establishment stood. But both Wellington, the Tory Prime Minister and the Home Secretary, Sir Robert Peel, although publicly espousing the maintenance of the status quo for many years, began to support reform in private, Peel admitting that ‘though emancipation was a great danger, civil strife was a greater danger’. They believed the Union between Great Britain and Ireland of 1800 to be at risk if emancipation stalled. Their actions, however, were viewed as treacherous by those Tory MPs and peers, known as ‘Ultras’, who believed that the Tory Party’s main purpose was to uphold the Church of England. This inevitably led to political turmoil.


			There were mass demonstrations in Ireland in support of Catholic emancipation and Wellington managed to persuade a reluctant King George IV (r. 1820-30) that there was no alternative to reform. In February, Wellington and Peel announced their support for emancipation but by this time it looked as if they had done no more than concede to extremists in Ireland. And the Irish were not altogether happy. Many of them disliked the measure because Catholics were still excluded from a number of senior government posts. To make matters worse, the New Catholic Association, founded by the Irish political leader, Daniel O’Connell (1775-1847), was banned, together with a number of other Irish political organisations. Furthermore, the number of Irish who could vote was also reduced.


			With Wellington’s government in crisis, another serious issue re-emerged – that of parliamentary reform. The Ultras, once vehemently opposed to reform, now embraced it, judging that, because Catholic emancipation was so unpopular with the mainly Protestant British people, a more representative House of Commons would never have passed the 1829 Roman Catholic Relief Act. Liberal Tories, equally disgruntled at their leaders and the opposition party, the Whigs, saw that reform was becoming popular in the country, and, therefore, supported it. Organisations, known as political unions, that championed reform, began to spring up in England’s main cities. They consisted of a wide range of opinion and background, from Tory bankers to radical activists from the working class. Against this background, in February 1830, opposition MP, Lord John Russell, proposed that parliamentary seats be transferred to the great cities of Leeds, Manchester and Birmingham to widen parliamentary representation.


			These were difficult times. The banking crisis known as the Panic of 1825 had resulted in the closure of six London banks and sixty country banks in England and there was still a shadow over the country’s economy. In the following years, food prices escalated, the crisis amplified by a series of bad harvests. Meanwhile, unemployment rose, leading to strikes in the north of England. Agricultural workers in the south and east of the country participated in the ‘Swing Riots’, destroying farm machinery in response to increasing mechanisation. Then, in the midst of this turmoil, George IV died. At that time, the death of a monarch meant the dissolution of Parliament and a general election. The incumbent, Wellington, fared badly, losing 178 seats while the Ultras gained 60. Wellington remained resolutely against reform, however, stating in Parliament in November in an answer to a question by Earl Grey that:


			‘Britain possessed a Legislature which answered all the good purposes of legislation, and this to a greater degree than any legislature ever had answered in any country whatever.’


			In other words, he was perfectly happy with things the way they were and, after his U-turn on Catholic emancipation, he wanted it to be known that he was sticking to his principles on parliamentary reform. Those principles, however, brought a vote of no confidence on 15 November and the Whigs, who had been in opposition for all but a couple of years since 1774, returned to power under Earl Grey.


			The Reform Act of 1832


			Parliamentary reform was the burning issue of the day, but Earl Grey was not entirely supportive. As he himself told the House of Lords in November 1831, ‘There is no one more decided against annual parliaments, universal suffrage and the ballot, than I am.’ He and his cabinet had one objective – to put a halt to thoughts of extensive reform. Nonetheless, to the dismay of the new king, William IV (r. 1830-37), Grey was insistent on introducing some parliamentary reform and on 1 March 1831, with the country, as the Duke of Wellington put it, ‘in a state of insanity about reform’, Lord John Russell introduced the government’s reform bill. It seemed that Grey and his cabinet colleagues had gone with the prevailing wind and the bill was slightly more radical than might have been expected. The counties were given increased representation and eleven of the country’s larger towns were each allocated two Members of Parliament. Before this, MPs customarily represented boroughs, the electorates of which numbered anywhere between a dozen and 12,000. Sixty ‘rotten boroughs’, constituencies with very small electorates that were controlled by a patron to gain influence in the House of Commons, were to be completely disenfranchised. The bill limped through a second reading in Parliament, passing by one vote only. As it began to look as if it was going to be defeated, Grey persuaded the king to dissolve Parliament and call an election, less than 12 months after the last one. 


			The election which took place between April and June 1831, was, of course, dominated by the bill and it was evident that the general public was clamouring for its passing. Grey won by a landslide and, on returning to Parliament, Lord John Russell immediately introduced a second reform bill. It passed its second reading in the Commons a month after the election by 136 votes but the Tories then attempted to delay it in committee. Nonetheless, it made it through a third reading in September and proceeded to the House of Lords. In October, however, the Lords rejected it by 41 votes. News of this produced an outbreak of violence around the country. In London, the windows of the houses of the ruling elite were smashed; in Nottingham, the residence of the Duke of Newcastle was burned to the ground by a mob; and in Bristol, the bishop’s palace and other buildings were attacked. It took three days to restore order in the latter city, and the army finally had to be sent in. Frightened politicians were mindful of what had happened in France in the last decade of the eighteenth century and compromises began to be discussed. Grey even came to an accommodation with the king that, if the Lords once again blocked the bill, sufficient new peers would be created to see it through Parliament.


			A third, slightly amended Reform Bill was now introduced in the Commons. It contained some compromises and finally passed its third reading in March 1832. In the Lords, Grey managed to get the bill through its second reading, persuading some of the bishops to change their minds and also cajoling some Tory peers to vote in favour of it. The government lost a vote a few weeks later following a resolution by Wellington’s former Lord Chancellor, Lord Lyndhurst, regarding the disenfranchisement of the rotten boroughs and, when the king reneged on his promise to create peers who would see it through the upper house, Grey’s government was left with no option other than to resign. The Duke of Wellington eagerly accepted the king’s request that he try to form a government, but much of the country was aghast at the idea of Wellington returning to power. There was a run on the Bank of England, deepening the economic crisis further. The Radical leader and social reformer, Francis Place, devised the slogan ‘To stop the Duke, go for gold’ in order to encourage opposition to Wellington. It was unnecessary, however, as Wellington failed in his efforts to form a government. The king was forced to turn once more to Grey and again promised to provide sufficient peers to see the Reform Bill through Parliament. Wellington, realising that reform of some kind was inevitable, instructed his party in the Lords to abstain and on 4 June 1832, the bill finally passed by 106 votes to 22. Similar measures for Scotland and Ireland followed soon after. For Earl Grey this represented an extraordinary victory which he exploited by calling another general election in which he increased his party’s majority. 


			Grey’s reform was just about as much as the establishment could stomach as well as being the least that would be acceptable to ordinary people looking for greater equality in government. But it did stave off the possibility of revolution and social unrest and, as such, it was very welcome. It had the effect of enfranchising the property-owning middle class and the Whigs hoped that this was the new normal – the Whigs at the top of the landed interest, supported by the middle class. But, although the Whigs won many rural seats in the election, the landed interest was divided, in the long run, between Tories and Whigs and in years to come, the Tories who had voted Whig returned to their original leanings, voting Tory once more. 


			The Reform Act – the Representation of the People Act of 1832, as it was formally known – disenfranchised 56 rotten boroughs that contained less than 2,000 people. One of the MPs was removed from each of 30 boroughs that had fewer than 4,000 inhabitants. There was an increase in county seats from 92 to 159. Larger conurbations such as Manchester, Leeds, Birmingham, Bradford and Sheffield were allocated two MPs each and smaller towns such as Rochdale and Salford, were each allocated one MP. Forty-shilling freeholders held on to the right to vote, but the franchise was extended to owners and long-term leaseholders of land that was worth £10. Medium-term leaseholders on land worth £50 also gained the vote as well as tenants who paid that sum in annual rent. In Scotland, Glasgow was allocated two MPs and county constituencies were introduced. Ireland was given five new MPs representing boroughs. The electorate in England and Wales increased from 350,000 to 650,000; in Scotland it grew from a paltry 5,000 to 65,000; but in Ireland it increased only slightly, from 75,000 to 90,000. In England and Wales, one in seven adult males now had the vote, one in eight in Scotland and a disappointing one in twenty in Ireland.


			It is worth noting that despite these apparently radical changes, Grey and his Whig government had achieved what they set out to do, maintaining the position of the landed interest, and many of the constituencies still remained in the grasp of powerful landowners. The system, moreover, remained biased towards England, despite the redistribution of seats. Annual parliaments, universal suffrage and the ballot had all gone by the board. Nonetheless, the will of the people, expressed through protest, riots, campaigns and petitions, had been listened to. Although disappointing to many who had campaigned for it, the act did the trick. Soon after its passing, the economy began to pick up and the threat of unrest in Britain seemed to have passed, for the moment. 


			Consequences of the Reform Act of 1832


			While Britain appeared to have avoided political unrest, many parts of Europe were undergoing disorder and revolution. The July 1830 Revolution in France led to the overthrow of the Bourbon King, Charles X (r. 1824-30) and his replacement by Louis-Philippe, Duke of Orléans (r. 1830-48). In Belgium, revolution focused on independence erupted in Brussels in August 1830, followed by uprisings in other parts of the country. Independence from the Netherlands was declared in October after heavy fighting and the London Conference of major powers of 1830 recognised Belgium’s independence and neutrality. Revolutions also took place in Poland and Switzerland. In Italy, insurrection was crushed by the Austrian army and many radicals were arrested. Thus, the achievement of Great Britain, in increasing the franchise, introducing reform and maintaining stability, was admired across a Europe in turmoil.


			The Reform Act changed British politics forever. The relationship of government, Parliament, the electorate and the public was irredeemably altered. Without the corrupt influence of the rotten boroughs and their powerful patrons, the House of Commons gained a new impetus and independence. MPs now paid less attention to the government of the day and instead listened more to the electorate and the general public. Constituency issues took on a new importance and public opinion now had to be listened to. The consequences of ignoring it could be seen in events across the Channel. The old patrician, authoritarian government style was a thing of the past and single constituency issues could bring down a government. 


			With the electorate now so powerful that it could unseat a government – something that could not happen prior to 1830 – the two main political parties were forced to introduce a concerted national approach to general elections. The Carlton Club was opened for Tories and the Reform Club for Whigs. These two clubs became the centres for distributing party funds, welcoming party workers from the provinces and managing their election campaigns.


			Most importantly, the new political landscape gave British people the hope that many of the pressing issues of the day – issues for too long ignored by the Tories – would be dealt with.


			The Whig Decade


			Having been out of power for so many of the previous 58 years, the Whigs would now remain in government until 1841. It would be a period of reform and change, the necessary parliamentary reform having been the first step. The Whigs now attempted to prove their liberal, progressive credentials by turning to the social, economic, political and religious issues that were foremost in the minds of the British people. The party certainly had the talent to achieve much. The cabinet included one former Prime Minister, Lord Goderich (1782-1859), but there were no fewer than four men in it who would also one day occupy that office – Lord Melbourne, Lord John Russell, Lord Palmerston (1784-1865) and Lord Stanley (1799-1869). They were undoubtedly talented, but it proved difficult to manage such a group of egos. Nonetheless, much was done through the more focused, professional approach to politics. Parliamentary sessions were lengthened in order to cram in as much as possible. Britain moved from the type of state over which Wellington had presided – a state that seemed to exist only to raise finances in order to go to war – to a state that dealt with contemporary issues, issues that affected everyone.


			One of the most pressing of these was child labour. Amazingly, it had never been much considered until the notions of workers’ rights, children’s rights and universal schooling began to be discussed. In 1788, for instance, around two-thirds of the people working in water-powered textiles factories were children. In 1784, a serious outbreak of fever in Manchester cotton mills instigated debate about the conditions in which children worked and the Health and Morals of Apprentices Act – often known as the Factories Act – the first important piece of labour legislation, was passed in 1802. This act took small steps towards protecting children in employment, limiting working hours to 12 per day and abolishing night work for children. It required that employers provided basic education and sleeping accommodation and clothing. The act was not enforced effectively and only applied to apprentices, failing to take into consideration children employed independently – ‘free children’ – and there were soon many more of these than apprentices. As industrialisation continued at a pace, the number of working children escalated rapidly and there was a great deal of public concern at the conditions under which they were employed. The efforts of the industrialist and philanthropic social reformer Robert Owen (1771-1858) led to the Cotton Mills and Factories Act of 1819 which limited to twelve the number of hours a child could work and prohibited children under the age of nine from being employed. 


			Two Tories took up the cause of child labour – the MP for Aldborough, Michael Sadler (1780-1835), and Lord Ashley (1801-85) who would later become the Earl of Shaftesbury. The social reformer, Edwin Chadwick (1800-90), a follower of the English philosopher and social reformer, Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), also played a part in the drafting of the bill and would be hugely influential in public health and social reform for the ensuing two decades. These men succeeded in creating a parliamentary committee on child labour in the textile industry which led to the groundbreaking Factory Act of 1833. Despite the opposition of manufacturers and laissez-faire capitalists, the bill passed through Parliament. It covered almost all textile factories and limited the working week for children aged between nine and thirteen to forty-eight hours; they had to attend school for at least two hours a day; and, most importantly, an inspectorate was instituted to police the new regulations. 


			The Whig approach to Ireland was far more conciliatory than that of the previous administration which had used coercion and treated the Irish as backward and hostile. They reasoned that the Irish were British citizens and should be treated as such. Whether Irish political leaders such as Daniel O’Connell would accept this was another matter entirely. The failure of Catholic emancipation had persuaded them already that the British government did not really have the best interests of the Irish as part of the Union at heart. O’Connell and his followers – with the support of Irish priests – persevered with their efforts to have the 1800 Act of Union repealed. The 1832 election returned 42 Irish Repeal MPs to Westminster, providing O’Connell with substantial support. In 1833, as discontent escalated, the Whig government responded with yet another bill to use force to deal with disorder in Ireland – the Local Disturbances, etc. (Ireland) Act. This, the latest in a series of what were called Coercion Acts, provided the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland – Marquess Wellesley (1760-1842) – with a number of extra powers, such as the authority to declare curfews and ban meetings deemed subversive. It was never really used, however.


			The Irish Church Temporalities Act was a more conciliatory gesture. It aimed to introduce changes to the Church of Ireland, the Church for the minority Irish Protestants in Ireland, in order to render it less objectionable to the majority Catholics. Two archbishoprics and eighteen bishoprics were abolished. This meant that Irish ratepayers no longer had to pay as much to maintain what they perceived as an alien Church. None of the money saved, however, was redirected to the Irish Catholic Church, to the dismay of O’Connell and his supporters. Needless to say, the act did not please Tories either who viewed it as an assault on the Anglican Church. The bill was passed but it led to a number of resignations from Grey’s cabinet. The departure of one – Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lord Althorp (1782-1845) – led to the resignation of Grey himself.


			Lord Melbourne replaced him as Prime Minister, immediately turning his attention to the Poor Law. Poverty had escalated in the sixteenth century with the rapid increase in the population. This was exacerbated by Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries, which removed rich religious institutions that provided a measure of poor relief. In 1552, the Poor Act placed responsibility for dealing with poverty on parishes which raised money through voluntary contributions. Towards the end of the sixteenth century, authorities began to focus on the deservedly needy – orphans, the elderly and those with mental or physical disabilities and, in 1601, the Elizabethan Poor Law was passed which remained unaltered until 1834, making each parish responsible for the support of the needy in their area. Wealthier citizens were taxed in order to fund basic shelter, clothing and food. By the early 1830s, spending on the Poor Law had rocketed, hitting £7 million. A Royal Commission declared that too much was being spent on poor relief and that the system was unwieldy. In 1834, therefore, the Poor Law Amendment Act was drafted, incorporating the thinking of the Commission. The most important point it made was that people who were unwilling to work should not be so generously subsidised. Sometimes they were found to be better off than those in gainful employment. The workhouse now became the vehicle by which the poor were helped and conditions in workhouses would be deliberately made as harsh as possible, so that they became a place of last resort for the poor. But they were now the only means of obtaining relief. Elected Poor Law guardians would oversee them and it was in their interests to keep costs as low as possible so that they would be ensured of re-election. In financial terms, the Poor Law was very successful, the government spending £4 million less on the poor of England and Wales every year by 1837. It was different for the poor, of course, for whom workhouses were a disaster. They were little more than prisons, but remained operative in one way or another until 1948 when the last vestiges of the Poor Law disappeared, as did the workhouses.


			An undercurrent of concern about Ireland and the possibility that Melbourne might take further steps against the established Church there led to him being dismissed by a worried King William. The monarch’s choice to take his place was the Tory Sir Robert Peel but, because the Whigs still held a majority in the Commons, Peel was forced to form a minority government. Peel would be the last Prime Minister to be appointed by the British monarch against the wishes of the majority of Members of Parliament. Almost immediately, at Peel’s request, the king dissolved Parliament and an election was declared. 


			The 1835 general election is famous for Peel’s ‘Tamworth Manifesto’, issued the year before in the town of that name. In his manifesto, generally acknowledged as the basis for the modern British Conservative Party, Peel stated that the Conservatives would accept the changes of the 1832 Reform Act, describing it as ‘a final and irrevocable settlement of a great constitutional question’. Thus, he signalled a more moderate approach and distanced his party from the views of the Ultra Tories. He promised a review of civil and ecclesiastical institutions and that his government would deal with abuses in the system. It would also examine the issue of church reform in order to ensure the preservation of the ‘true interests of the established religion’. Whilst assuring the electorate that the Conservative Party would reform so that it had a future, he was also against change for change’s sake. He would, he said, try to avoid ‘a fearful vortex of agitation’.


			In the election which took place between 6 January and 6 February 1834, the Tories gained 98 seats but the Whigs easily retained their overwhelming majority in the Commons. The situation was untenable and Peel was inevitably forced to resign just three months after the election, a significant defeat for the king whose attempt to install a government against the will of the electorate and sitting MPs had failed so badly and so publicly.


			Local government was the next facet of British life to which the Whigs turned their attention. The Municipal Corporations Act, passed through the House at the end of 1835, was the most important and comprehensive piece of local government reform of the nineteenth century. Again, it was the consequence of a Royal Commission that was set up in 1833 with the objective of looking at the ancient closed corporations that were controlling the boroughs. Hansard reported on 14 February 1833 that its brief was:


			‘…to inquire into the state of the Municipal Corporations in England, Wales, and Ireland; and to report if any, and what abuses existed in them, and what measures, in their opinion, it would be most expedient to adopt, with a view to the correction of those abuses.’


			Prior to this act, power in the boroughs had been concentrated in the hands of a few people who were self-appointed and often Tory. The aim was more democracy and also to allow the large industrial towns that had just recently gained parliamentary representation to establish their own local government authorities. The act made all boroughs, apart from the City of London, uniform in the way they were managed. Each was to have a mayor, aldermen and councillors who would make up the town council. The councillors would be elected by male ratepayers and would remain in office for three years while aldermen would hold office for six years. Mayors would serve a term of just one year. Countless abuses and anomalies were also expunged. The Tories were not at all happy with the bill but could not stop it becoming law in September 1835. It would prove to be one of the most significant reforms of this reforming century. It gave the new corporations the power to levy rates which provided funding for the many urgent projects that had to be completed – better, cleaner supply of water, paving, lighting and road-building, to name but a few. The act also stipulated that each borough must create a police force which would be under the authority of the Home Office.


			In the midst of this welter of change and reform, disaster struck close to home. On 16 October 1834, a fire broke out at the Palace of Westminster. Both Houses of Parliament were destroyed as well as most of the other buildings that made up the complex. Only the efforts of firefighters and a change of wind direction saved the eleventh-century Westminster Hall. The Jewel Tower, the Undercroft Chapel and Chapter House of St Stephen’s also survived. King William offered Parliament the use of Buckingham Palace, mainly because he hated the place, but it was not suitable for use as a Parliament. While debate proceeded as to how the building could be replaced, the White Chamber and the Painted Chamber in the old palace were quickly renovated and the politicians moved into those areas. Eventually, it was decided to hold a competition in order to find the best new design for the building. In 1836, the plan of the architect Charles Barry (1795-1860), for a neo-Gothic palace, was declared the winner. Fellow architect Augustus Pugin (1812-52) was drafted in to help in the project because of his leading role in the Gothic Revival style of architecture. The Lords Chamber was completed in 1847, the Commons Chamber in 1852 and the reconstruction of the palace was finally completed around 1870.


			Things had changed radically in Britain. No longer was the government’s responsibility simply raising revenue and keeping the nation safe. The Whigs had now begun to intervene in the daily life of people in a way that no previous government had. In 1836, the civil registration of births, marriages and deaths was introduced. Prior to this these tasks had been the responsibility of the local vicar. Naturally, this provided the government with useful statistical information but it also made marriages by anyone who was not an Anglican vicar illegal. Death certificates became mandatory and they now had to contain more information such as the cause of death. This had the unexpected benefit of reducing the number of murders committed in Britain as every death had to be examined by a doctor or medical officer.


			Lord John Russell, no stranger to reform, had succeeded Melbourne at the Home Office and he began to make important changes. He introduced inspectors for prisons and, in a series of seven acts passed in 1837, the death penalty was removed as an option from all non-violent crimes apart from treason. Cruel sports such as bear-baiting were banned and no longer could one be punished by being put in the pillory. 


			A New Queen and a General Election


			An increasingly frail King William IV finally died at Windsor Castle in the early hours of the morning of 20 June 1837. He had no legitimate living issue – his ten illegitimate children with his mistress, the actress Dorothea Jordan (1761-1816), known as ‘Mrs Jordan’ did not count – and the crown, therefore, passed to his niece, the unmarried Princess Victoria of Kent (1819-1901) who was the daughter of Prince Edward, Duke of Kent (1767-1820), fourth son of George III (r. 1760-1820). One complication was that she could not become Elector of Hanover, as British monarchs before her had done, because she was a woman and the law of primogeniture applied in Hanover – only men could ascend the throne. Thus, her uncle, the Duke of Cumberland (1771-1851), last surviving son of George III, became Elector. Once more the change of monarch occasioned a general election in Britain which was won, yet again, by the Whigs, although the Conservatives did gain 41 seats. The Whigs, however, still enjoyed a majority of 30 in the Commons. 


			The new queen was just 18 when she came to the throne, a naive girl who had no real friends and little knowledge of politics. To help her in the early years of her reign, however, she benefitted by having Lord Melbourne as adviser. He did a good job but probably influenced Her Majesty into becoming something of a Whig in her political views. This would change later, after the 1870s when she turned more Tory due to her dislike of William Gladstone (1809-98).


			In May 1839, Melbourne’s government suffered a defeat in the Commons over its handling of a matter in Jamaica. To Victoria’s annoyance, Melbourne resigned and she was forced to ask Sir Robert Peel to form a government. She disliked Peel intensely, finding him distant and formal but, he failed to form a minority government. His efforts to do so became mired in one of the most bizarre crises in British political history – the ‘Bedchamber Crisis’. This centred on the Ladies of the Bedchamber, the women who looked after the Queen on public occasions and very often became close friends of Her Majesty. They were all customarily the wives of eminent nobles and Peel insisted that the Queen replaced Whig ladies with those whose husbands were Tories. As has been noted, Victoria herself had Whig leanings and she was not about to surround herself with women of the opposite persuasion. Therefore, she refused and there was nothing for Peel to do but to withdraw his efforts to form a government. On 10 May 1839, just three days after his resignation, Melbourne resumed his duties as Prime Minister, a post he would hold until 1841. Thereafter, however, the appointment of Ladies of the Bedchamber became non-political.


			Reform continued. The stamp duty on newspapers was reduced from 4d to 1d. This made newspapers cheaper and circulation increased accordingly as they were now affordable to the poor and the middle classes. The price of the Times, for instance, fell from 7d in the 1820s to 3d in the 1860s. More national and local newspapers appeared and the expansion of the railway increased distribution, taking newspapers around the country.


			In education, too, change was afoot. Amazingly, until the 1820s, there were only two universities in England and Wales – the great institutions of Oxford and Cambridge. Even these were restricted, however. Non-Anglicans were barred from taking a degree. At Cambridge, non-Anglicans were permitted to matriculate and study, but were prohibited from graduating. The teaching at Oxford and Cambridge, too, was restricted, focusing on the Classics, mathematics and theology. Other subjects, including the sciences, were ignored. There were four universities in Scotland, at Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen and St Andrews and these were generally viewed as more progressive than their English counterparts, providing a more practical and modern curriculum. 1827 brought the first new university college in England and Wales. Oddly, it was located at Lampeter, a fairly remote town in Wales. St David’s College was established for the sole purpose of training men for the Anglican clergy in Wales. At the same time, however, there was an impulse, spearheaded by radicals such as George Grote (1794-1871) and Joseph Hume (1777-1855), to found a modern and, importantly, secular, university in London. Consequently, London University opened its doors in 1826 with a mission to teach the arts, law and medicine. Religious affiliation was unimportant and, in fact, divinity was not even on the curriculum. The Anglican King’s College, London, followed in 1831. In 1836, London University changed its name to University College, London and the name ‘University of London’ was coined for the examining body for the two London universities. Another Anglican university was opened at Durham in 1833 but that would be the last higher education establishment until the creation of the first college for women – Bedford College – in London in 1849.


			The Rise of Chartism


			Political reform was still on the agenda of some MPs, radicals such as George Grote and Joseph Hume. Motions for Parliament to be elected annually and for further expansion of the franchise, were looked upon unfavourably by the Whig government and were rejected by an uninterested House of Commons. Indeed, by 1836, radicals were becoming increasingly disillusioned with the government, despite its record of reform in recent times. Out of such dissatisfaction arose the best-known of Britain’s radical political movements after the Reform Act – the Chartist movement.


			The movement, which would be most active from 1838 to 1848, derived its name from the People’s Charter, a manifesto that demanded six reforms that would make the British political system more democratic. These were: the vote for every man of 21 years of age who was of sound mind and who was not undergoing punishment for a crime; the secret ballot; the abolition of a property qualification for Members of Parliament; payment of MPs, so that a wider range of people could enter Parliament; the appropriate number of voters for constituencies, doing away with the abuse of smaller, less populated constituencies carrying as much or even more weight than larger ones; and annual parliamentary elections to reduce the risk of bribery and intimidation of voters. The movement is usually acknowledged to have begun following the founding in 1836 of the London Working Men’s Association by William Lovett (1800-77), who was born in Cornwall and moved to London to work as a cabinet maker, and Francis Place (1771-1854) who worked as a tailor in Temple Bar in London. Like them, Chartists were, more often than not, drawn from the working classes but their demands were strictly political, not social or economic.


			Chartism began as a non-violent movement but soon it had its share of activists who advocated any means in order to bring about the change they demanded, men such as the Irish Protestant barrister and MP, Feargus O’Connor (1796-1855). O’Connor had founded the London Democratic Association in 1837 as a radical rival to the London Working Men’s Association. The Leeds newspaper, that he published – the Northern Star – became the principal publication of the Chartist movement and in its pages, he agitated for a general strike. Even more radical were another Irish lawyer, Bronterre O’Brien (1805-64) and a man described as ‘Chartism’s enfant terrible’, Julian Harney (1817-97), both advocates of revolution in Britain. One man who led a genuine attempt at armed revolution was John Frost (1784-1877), a draper from Newport, Monmouthshire. Fourteen of his followers were killed and Frost and two fellow revolutionaries were sentenced to be hanged, drawn and quartered – the last men to be sentenced to this particular form of capital punishment – but their sentences were commuted by the cabinet to transportation for life. 


			The Chartist movement began to split into two factions. On the one side were the militant, ‘physical force’ Chartists, and on the other the ‘moral force’, moderate Chartists. Nonetheless, huge rallies in 1838 in many of the country’s biggest cities and a national convention in London the following year demonstrated the growing desire for more reform in the nation’s political system. The convention was controlled by the moderate wing of the movement which wanted to present Parliament with a petition in support of the six demands. If the politicians rejected the petition, however, the Chartists planned to call a general strike. The petition, containing one million signatures, was brought to Parliament in a cart by Thomas Attwood (1783-1856), the MP for Birmingham, but, after being debated, it was roundly rejected by a vote of 235 to 46. 


			Fearing the intensity of feeling after this rejection and concerned that there really would be an uprising, the Whig government appointed the former soldier, General Sir Charles Napier (1782-1853) to supervise the north of the country where feeling was running very high. He cleverly invited Chartist leaders to a demonstration of military firepower in order to convince them that, if they chose to lead an insurrection, they would have no chance of success. By 1840, many of them were in prison and, with the economy on the rise, the agitation died down. It would return, however.


			There was a great deal of political change around this time, but while the politicians were arguing in Westminster, there were other huge changes in the rest of the country and abroad in Britain’s colonial possessions. It is astonishing to think that there were just 338 miles of railway track in the country in 1835. Within the next six years this increased to 1,775 miles. Meanwhile, industry was also changing. The amount of raw cotton used in Britain increased from 318 million pounds in 1835 to 459 million pounds in 1840, and cotton factory workers increased in number from 220,000 to 264,000 in the same period.


			Innovations of the 1830s


			The nineteenth century brought dramatic changes to people’s everyday lives. Technology, in particular the development of machines, was behind most of them. For the first time in human history, people did not have to rely on animal, human or natural power. Steam now became the force that powered machines and provided new means of transport at what were, for the time, incredible speeds. Work and leisure would never be the same again.


			In the beginning, steam engines were stationary machines that pumped water out of mines or made factory machines work. By the end of the reign of George III, however, steam was being used to propel vehicles, especially boats. A Scotsman, William Symington (1764-1831) patented a marine steam engine and, in 1802, his steamship, the Charlotte Dundas, towed two 70-ton boats for 19 miles along the Forth and Clyde Canal. The American, Robert Fulton (1765-1815) began running a steamboat passenger service on the Hudson in 1807. After 1815, steamboat services were established connecting Liverpool and Glasgow, and Holyhead and Dublin. The first cross-Channel steamboat service was launched in 1818 and the Atlantic Ocean was crossed for the first time by a ship with steam engines in 1819 when the Savannah reached New York. It should be noted, however, that the majority of the crossing was conducted under sail. The Canadian ship, the Royal William, made the first crossing entirely using steam power in 1833. It took her 21 days to get from Pictou, Nova Scotia, to London. Not long after, the great British engineer, Isambard Kingdom Brunel’s (1806-59) steamship, the Great Western, crossed the Atlantic from Bristol to New York in 13 days, launching a regular service that lasted until 1846. Screw propellers were being fitted around this time but sail power was still used for transporting goods, and tea clippers set record times between Britain and the Far East in the middle of the nineteenth century. Their advantage lay in not being weighed down by the many tons of coal that steamships had to carry to fuel the engines. It would not be until the opening of the Suez Canal that sailing ships would lose their competitive edge and soon the great shipping lines would be created – Cunard, P&O and White Star, for instance – taking passengers and mail around the globe.
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