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This book is dedicated to the memory of two women who taught me more about election campaigning than anyone else. Phyllis Reeve and Audrey Barker were Conservative Party agents in Norwich South and Norwich North in the 1980s and prior to that had served all over the country. Neither suffered fools gladly. They tolerated candidates merely as ‘legal necessities’ but had hearts of gold and were always generous with their time and well-meant advice to twenty-something political upstarts like me. I treasure the memories of working with them.
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PREFACE


Given the title of this book, you might imagine it is a book entirely aimed at political geeks. You’d be wrong. Elections are at the heart of our democracy and to understand the history of Britain over the past two hundred years, you have to understand the electoral politics of the country.


I love elections. I love them so much that I’ve played most of the roles integral to the running and coverage of elections. I’ve delivered election leaflets, put up posterboards, canvassed voters, been an election agent, a candidate’s aide, a campaign manager, been a (losing) candidate, ‘knocked up’ voters on polling day, driven voters to the polling station, attended four general election counts, hosted general election debates, interviewed election candidates and hosted four eight-hour general election night shows on LBC Radio. The only thing I haven’t done is ever won an election. A minor omission.


General election nights are the equivalent of Christmas Day for lovers of the electoral process. Everyone becomes an armchair expert and thinks they are ideally placed to predict the result. And that’s the great thing about democracy: you rarely can. Yes, we have more tools nowadays to enable us to make an educated guess, but in the end, no one can be 100 per cent sure. In 1970, when I was seven years old, Ted Heath defied the pollsters and won the June election with a majority of thirty. Harold Wilson suddenly became ‘Yesterday’s Man’. I remember being at the count in Norwich North in 1992 when David Amess’s victory in Basildon heralded a majority of twenty-one for John Major. I remember this election well, as it was the only election I had put a bet on. I’d never been in a betting shop before, so I asked my friend Tim to put the bet on for me. I bet £20 at 80/1 on a Conservative majority of between twenty and twenty-two. I was set to win £1,600, which was a lot of money in 1992. What a shame Tim forgot to put the bet on.


In that same election, our candidate, the sitting MP for Norwich North Patrick Thompson, took part in an election phone-in on BBC Radio Norfolk. He returned to the campaign office full of beans. ‘I think that went really well,’ he exclaimed. His entire campaign team fell about laughing, given that every question which made it to air had emanated from our office. Patrick was horrified. In a similar vein, we put out a leaflet on red paper headlined ‘A Few Things About Your Labour Candidate You Ought to Know’. It was the sort of thing Liberal Democrat campaigns put out routinely. We felt very naughty, as the leaflet sought to explain the Labour candidate’s extreme leftwing past. We put out only fifty of the leaflets as we knew it would be picked up by the local paper. Sure enough, it made the front page of the Eastern Evening News two days before polling day. We won by 266 votes. The election agent, Deborah Slattery, and I maintain that the leaflet made all the difference. The Labour candidate later told me that he knew he was toast the moment he saw it. Patrick Thompson, to this day, reckons his majority would have been far bigger had we not indulged in the ‘black arts’. We will never know.


Politics, particularly electoral politics, is inevitably very tribal. The joy of canvassing sessions is that talking to voters always results in having funny anecdotes. I remember in 1983 talking to a voter on a council estate in Norwich who said, ‘I’ve half a mind to vote SDP.’ I instantly shot back: ‘Half a mind is all you need, I suppose.’ Cue the door being slammed in my face. The same thing happened a few minutes later when I knocked on another door and the voter bemoaned her lot in life and how it was all Margaret Thatcher’s fault. ‘I haven’t got a penny left at the end of the week,’ she said. My fellow canvasser put his head round the door and said, ‘Nice new TV and video recorder you’ve got there.’ I put her down as a possible.


My favourite anecdote from the campaign in which I was an actual parliamentary candidate in 2005 will stay with me for ever. We were canvassing on an estate in the North Norfolk village of Trimingham. A lady opened the door, dressed in shorts and a vest, showing off her bare arms replete with Meatloaf tattoos. I started my spiel and mentioned a policy with which she enthusiastically agreed. ‘You took the words right out of my mouth,’ she roared. I instantly replied: ‘It must have been while you were kissing me.’ We both broke down in fits of giggles and she said, ‘Don’t worry, you’ve got my vote.’ If only they were all that easy.


On election night, I turned up at Cromer High School to witness the votes being counted. I knew I was going to lose but initially candidatitis set in and I saw the piles of votes with a X by my name showing me in the lead. It didn’t last. I turned a Lib Dem majority of 483 into a Lib Dem majority of 10,600. It was devastating, but it was one of the proudest moments of my life when I delivered a gracious concession speech, which I got through without breaking down in tears. It was only when Norman Lamb, my gracious opponent, put his arm around my shoulders that a few tears slipped out. Perhaps only a fellow candidate who has been through it before could understand. After the count, I had to go to a party at the house of one of our party workers. I got in the passenger seat alongside my partner and spent the short journey howling my eyes out.


The next day’s Eastern Daily Press had a picture of me at the count watching a portable TV, ostensibly being comforted by a clown, one of the fringe candidates. In this case, a picture did not tell a thousand stories. We had just seen Justine Greening winning the marginal seat of Putney.


And that was my last election, apart from a couple of canvassing sessions in 2010 to help two friends who were standing. Since then, I have covered four election campaigns as a broadcaster, interviewing candidates and co-hosting each election night show on LBC Radio.


I tell you all this to explain why I decided to edit a book on the past fifty general election campaigns going back to 1830. It’s the fourth book in this series, which started in 2020 with The Prime Ministers, followed by The Presidents in 2021 and Kings and Queens in 2023. In each book, I have matched a group of contributors with a Prime Minister, President, monarch or, in this case, general election campaign. I thought this book might be more difficult than the others to find contributors for, especially for the nineteenth-century elections, but I needn’t have worried.


Their remit was simple. To explain the background to the election, who the main political personalities were, which issues dominated the campaign, the campaigning methods, the key moments from the campaign and to interpret the results and analyse their short- and long-term implications.


Obviously, some elections were more significant than others. James Callaghan observed in 1979 that there are some times in political history when the tides change and there’s nothing anyone can do to hold back the tide of political change. In 1979, Margaret Thatcher was the beneficiary. In 1906, it was Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman. In 1945, it was Clement Attlee. Of the fifty elections covered in this book, I estimate that there are fewer than ten that would fall into this category. We know quite a lot about all of those, but the delight of this book is that you learn about elections that you didn’t realise had even happened. Each election is unique and in even the most obscure election there are delights to behold.


Despite there being fifty essays, most of them are written in a similar style. The exception is the essay for 2017, which is written by Stephen (now Lord) Parkinson, who at the time the election was called was Theresa May’s political secretary. I think it is one of the standout essays in the book, even if it is very different from the rest. In these pages, Sir Simon Burns writes about the 1987 election, in which he won his Chelmsford seat for the first time. Harold Wilson’s biographer Nick Thomas-Symonds writes about his first victory in 1964, while a former Lib Dem Cabinet minister writes about the two crucial 1910 elections. Historians include Simon Heffer, writing about the Thatcher victory of 1979, Leo McKinstry on 1892, Lord Lexden on 1923, Andrew Thorpe on 1931 (on which he has written an entire book), Sir Vernon Bogdanor on 1951 and Lord Norton on 1955. We have a stellar range of political academics and journalists including Peter Snow (1983), Sir John Curtice (1997), Sir Peter Riddell (1992), Adam Boulton (2010), Philip Cowley (2015), Julia Langdon (1945), Sue Cameron (1950), Michael Crick (1970) and Tim Bale (2019).


Every effort has been made to ensure that the electoral statistics presented in this book are accurate. This has been done by relying on a number of excellent sources, notably Colin Rallings and Michael Thrasher’s 1832–2010 edition of Fred Craig’s British Electoral Facts, Brian Walker’s Parliamentary Election Results in Ireland, 1918–1992, the House of Commons Library and House of Commons Information Office along with Election Demon (archived), the Electoral Commission and Wikipedia. In the case of disagreement between sources, where possible this book has sided with the statistics presented by the House of Commons Library, which are often in line with British Electoral Facts.


For clarity, for the elections up to 1950, total votes cast and party vote counts have been adjusted, drawing on the work of the Election Demon website, in an attempt to deal with the presence of multi-member constituencies where individual votes voted more than once. Prior to 1885, due to a lack of sources, such adjustments are not possible, meaning that the figures are a true ‘total votes cast’ number not a ‘voted’ figure. Beyond 1950, after the abolition of multi-member constituencies, the ‘voted’ figure simply represents the number of people who voted, meaning that the turnout percentage and the electorate and voted figures largely align, which may not be the case for the elections before 1950.


Equally, there is disagreement within this book’s sources on whether the Northern Ireland Labour Party (NI Labour) should be kept as part of the national Labour Party vote. In line with the works of Craig, this book has decided to provide a separate NI Labour total but include it within total Labour figures. For vote share percentages given at the start of each chapter for elections after the 1970s, all percentages provided for Northern Ireland parties relate to vote share in Northern Ireland.


Given the number of electoral statistics presented in this book, it is inevitable that some errors may have crept in. If you notice any, please don’t hesitate to get in touch at iain@iaindale.com so they may be corrected in future editions.


I’d like to thank my researcher Alex Puffette for his hard work in compiling the electoral statistics at the beginning of each chapter, and for his wise counsel.


Iain Dale


Tunbridge Wells


January 2024









SEATS, ELECTORATE, CANDIDATES AND TURNOUT 1830–2019
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__________


* Figures are not available for elections that occurred before the Great Reform Act of 1832.


[image: illustration]









MPS ELECTED FOR THE THREE MAIN PARTIES 1830–2019






	Election


	Conservative


	Labour


	Liberal*







	1830†


	–


	–


	–







	1831†


	–


	–


	–







	1832


	175


	–


	441







	1835


	273


	–


	385







	1837


	314


	–


	344







	1841


	367


	–


	271







	1847


	325


	–


	292







	1852


	330


	–


	324







	1857


	264


	–


	377







	1859


	298


	–


	356







	1865


	289


	–


	369







	1868


	271


	–


	387







	1874


	350


	–


	242







	1880


	237


	–


	352







	1885


	247


	–


	319







	1886


	393


	–


	192







	1892


	314


	–


	272







	1895


	411


	–


	177







	1900


	402


	2


	183







	1906


	157


	29


	399











__________


* Note that before the 1850s, ‘Liberals’ were ‘Whigs’.


† Figures are not available for elections that occurred before the Great Reform Act of 1832.









	1910 (January)


	272


	40


	274







	1910 (December)


	271


	42


	272







	1918


	379


	57


	127







	1922


	344


	142


	62







	1923


	258


	191


	158







	1924


	412


	151


	40







	1929


	260


	287


	59







	1931


	470


	46


	35







	1935


	387


	154


	33







	1945


	197


	393


	12







	1950


	298


	315


	9







	1951


	321


	295


	6







	1955


	345


	277


	6







	1959


	365


	258


	6







	1964


	304


	317


	9







	1966


	253


	364


	12







	1970


	330


	288


	6







	1974 (February)


	297


	301


	14







	1974 (October)


	277


	319


	13







	1979


	339


	269


	11







	1983


	397


	209


	23*







	1987


	376


	229


	22*







	1992


	336


	271


	20







	1997


	165


	419


	46







	2001


	166


	412


	52







	2005


	198


	355


	62







	2010


	306


	258


	57







	2015


	330


	232


	8







	2017


	317


	262


	12







	2019


	365


	202


	11











__________


* Note in 1983 and 1987, the figure for the Liberals includes the SDP too, as they fought as the SDP–Liberal Alliance.









VOTE SHARE BY PARTY 1830–2019
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__________


* Note that before the 1850s, ‘Liberals’ were ‘Whigs’.


† Figures are not available for elections that occurred before the Great Reform Act of 1832.
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__________


* Note in 1983 and 1987, the figure for the Liberals includes the SDP too, as they fought as the SDP–Liberal Alliance.









1


1830


GORDON PENTLAND




Dissolution: 24 July 1830


Polling day: 29 July–1 September 1830


Seats contested: 658


Prime Minister on polling day: Duke of Wellington


Main party leaders: Tory – Duke of Wellington; Whig – Marquess of Lansdowne; Ultra-Tories – Sir Edward Knatchbull









	Party performance:







	Party


	Seats won







	Tory


	250







	Whig


	196







	Ultra-Tories


	60








Result: Hung parliament


The election of 1830 was triggered by the demise of the Crown. This ensured that it had a long prelude. The unofficial starting gun was fired by the death of George IV on 26 June and the formal dissolution followed on 24 July. For months previously, however, ministers and courtiers had been observing the king’s rapid and undignified decline in the knowledge that death must be followed swiftly by dissolution and election. By the spring of 1830, spates of debilitating breathlessness and heroic quantities of laudanum had become the norm for a grotesquely obese king surrounded by a bevy of doctors and apothecaries. His Prime Minister, the Duke of Wellington, offered a slightly horrified account of the king’s breakfast in April:




What do you think of His breakfast yesterday morning for an Invalid? A Pigeon and Beek Steak Pie, of which he ate two Pigeons and three Beefsteaks, Three parts of a Bottle of Moselle, a Glass of dry Champagne, two Glasses of Port and a Glass of Brandy! He had taken Laudanum the night before, again before this breakfast, again last night and again this Morning!





With this approach to the most important meal of the day, it is some surprise that the king survived until June.


The 1830 election was not an especially welcome development for the exhausted and somewhat threadbare ministry of the Duke of Wellington. His was the latest manifestation of the broadly Tory governments which had been in power, with only a very brief hiatus, since Pitt the Younger’s first government in the 1780s. By 1830, the sorrows for Wellington’s ministry were coming in battalions. Most existentially, its constituency of support both inside and outside of Parliament had been ruinously split by the resolution of an explosive issue which had been carefully contained since the beginning of the century. The question of whether Catholics in Great Britain and, more critically, in Ireland should be granted equivalent civil and religious liberties to their Protestant countrymen was a running sore in the Tory Party after the Anglo-Irish Union. It had been resolved by Wellington in favour of the Catholics in 1829 in a series of measures which came to be known collectively as Catholic emancipation. But this was no act of far-seeing and liberal statesmanship. Rather it was a tactical withdrawal, the prudent act of a military commander who diagnosed his own defeat at the hands of the superhuman organisational and electoral efforts of Daniel O’Connell and the Catholic Association. And it was passed in the teeth of fierce and militant opposition from large parts of the populations of England and Scotland, significant sections of both Houses of Parliament and the king himself.


As a result, diehard Tories or ‘ultras’ – those who viewed emancipation as a sell-out to Rome and European-style absolutism and a betrayal of British liberties – vilified Wellington and his Home Secretary and chief in the Commons, Robert Peel, as ‘rats’. The resulting fractures, compounding those which had developed in the instability since the political retirement of Lord Liverpool in 1827 (following a stroke), made for a complex and fluid political situation. Spiteful and passionate recriminations by electors and candidates over Catholic emancipation and urgent cries of the ‘Church in Danger’ became animating issues of the election in many places. The great moral and political questions involved in Catholic emancipation also rolled the pitch for other liberal causes. The huge and long-running question of the abolition of slavery within the British Empire tracked the Catholic issue and played a prominent role in many constituencies across the UK.


With the bitter feuds birthed by the Catholic question still well and truly live, even if ministers had enjoyed sovereignty over the timing of the election, they almost certainly would not have selected 1830. They were denuded of front-rank debating talent in the House of Commons, where Peel held the floor almost alone. Even in the House of Lords, the Duke of Wellington, an indifferent speaker, faced an increasingly fractious and hostile upper chamber. One of Wellington’s close correspondents, Dorothea von Lieven, the wife of the Russian ambassador, was unequivocal before the king’s death: ‘the position of the government is precarious.’


One of the earliest and most explosive contributions to the election was a short anonymous pamphlet which generated a considerable discussion in the press. In ‘The Country without a Government’, Henry Brougham and George Agar-Ellis, two prominent sitting Whig MPs, made efforts to fix some of the themes for elections up and down the country. Alongside discussion of distress and foreign instability, slavery and the looming issue of reform, they foregrounded the overriding question of the Duke of Wellington’s personality. He was presented as a kind of dictator, the ‘sole minister of this great country’, lacking support in the country at large or from able politicians and surrounded by the fawning ‘parasites of both sexes’.


The character and desirability of the hero of Waterloo as chief minister formed another focal point for electoral contests and a rich vein for satirists. Brougham carried this formidable range of themes and his bruising attacks on Wellington into his own contest, which was in many ways the cause célèbre of the entire general election: the county contest for Yorkshire. In the effort to secure two Whig members for this populous county, a bellwether of popular opinion since the eighteenth century, Brougham’s celebrated efforts saw him overcome substantial obstacles to claim a widely reported victory. He became the first non-Yorkshireman elected for the county since the reign of Queen Elizabeth I and the first lawyer since the government of Oliver Cromwell.


In the event, Wellington’s character as minister played second fiddle to a much more prominent issue. In both Houses of Parliament, the animating theme that looked forwards from the Catholic question and did most to shape the electoral contest was that of distress. The year 1830 had begun with fierce debates about the nature and scale of economic and social challenges across the United Kingdom. These were clearest in the English countryside, from where a majority of the population still sought to eke a living, in several key manufacturing centres and in Ireland. Debate in Parliament revolved around the severity of distress but particularly around its scale. Ministers’ efforts in the King’s Speech to present it as localised and partial were met with incredulity by MPs and journalists, who decried the ‘all-pervading and intolerable distress’ and scoffed at ministers’ misrepresentation of it. Such gloomy prognoses were borne out in the aftermath of the election. The autumn of 1830 witnessed the spectacular eruption of the Swing Riots in large swathes of the English countryside.


Consequently, many of the big talking points driving the election revolved around different solutions for this distress. A change of ministry was one potential source of relief. In addressing electors’ demands, candidates broached ideas of retrenchment and economy and essayed a range of fiscal and monetary reforms. An increasingly popular solution had been prefigured by the foundation of the Birmingham Political Union in December 1829 and by an ultra-Tory motion calling for parliamentary reform in February. How, people asked, could governing institutions lacking in legitimacy and riddled with corruption be expected to pass legislation which protected the established church or dealt effectually with vaulting economic and social tensions? From the beginning of the year, then, parliamentary reform was on the political agenda in a more substantial way than it had been for more than a decade, and it played a prominent role in many electoral contests.


Reform as an issue was oxygenated substantially by international developments during the back end of the election. In Paris, the end of July saw the Trois Glorieuses, a rapid revolution which overthrew the returned Bourbons and Charles X and installed the House of Orléans in the shape of Louis Philippe as a new constitutional monarchy. Revolution in France – as it had before and would again – acted as an incubator for action elsewhere and set rolling a revolutionary wave across much of Europe over the following year. Its impact was, to the great relief of British ministers, too late in most cases to influence electoral results. It did a great deal, however, to supercharge both the latter stages of the elections in large urban constituencies and the sense of what was at stake in interpreting the election’s outcomes.


Overall, the fluidity of the political situation made it challenging to present results. These required a degree of interpretation and rival efforts at political divination came up with widely divergent numbers. The Treasury put a brave face on it and touted an estimated overall gain of twenty seats. A triumphant Brougham, newly minted MP for Yorkshire, went (anonymously) into battle again with another pamphlet, ‘The Result of the General Election’. He scoffed at ministers’ numbers and reversed them. Wellington had lost at least twenty seats following the dissolution, in an electoral context where a new reign and Treasury resources might be expected to boost a sitting government: ‘did ever Minister yet sustain such a signal defeat?’ Brougham was much closer to the mark. When Wellington, Peel and other ministers faced Parliament in October, in the context of ongoing European revolutions, domestic distress and the eruption of the worst and most prolonged rural violence England had ever seen, they did so with diminished support.


As the penultimate ‘unreformed’ election, 1830 displayed many of the most prominent features of Hanoverian electoral culture. The corruption exemplified by East India money and memorably satirised in John Galt’s novel The Member by the figure of Archibald Jobbry, the MP for Frailtown, was fully on show. Indeed, there was widespread belief during the long lead-in to the election that, with the renewal of the East India Company’s charter on the table, even more money flooded the race for parliamentary seats and substantially raised their market price in 1830. The carnivalesque, booze-fuelled and frequently violent dimensions immortalised in William Hogarth’s Humours of an Election series of paintings were alive and kicking. At Bristol, for example, the agitation round the slavery issue coupled with a large itinerant population of sailors and ubiquitous alcohol had predictable outcomes. Rival election mobs sallied forth from the pubs The Rummer and The Bush and made a no-go zone of the city centre on 22 July, when there were twenty-seven hospitalisations.


There was no straight line between the election of 1830 and the momentous measures of parliamentary reform passed two years later. While reform was an issue in the 1830 election, it was far from being the issue and jostled for space with many others, most prominently ‘bread and butter’ questions of material and economic distress. Several aspects of the election, however, did point forwards to the dramatic political context of the next two years. The first was that the election saw a qualified rejection not of a party but of the kind of deferential politics which had marked many electoral contests over the previous century. Men of modest incomes and propertied farmers holding votes used these to reject the traditional electoral authority and influence of the ruling aristocratic elites. Whigs as well as Tories were concerned at this apparent sign of a challenge not to a single party but to the political system as a whole. Second, the result presaged what was as close as it was possible to get to an electoral landslide under the Hanoverian electoral system at the last ‘unreformed’ election in 1831. Finally, the widespread airing of arguments that a whole range of challenges and problems – economic distress, religious disqualifications, inequitable taxation and the holding of other humans as property – were soluble only if fundamental changes were made to the way in which MPs were elected foreshadowed the debates that would engross the United Kingdom over the next two years.


Gordon Pentland is professor of history at Monash University in Melbourne. He has published widely on the political and cultural history of Britain since the late eighteenth century. He is currently working on a new book, The Reform Crisis, 1830–1832.
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1831


CONNOR HAND




Dissolution: 23 April 1831


Polling day: 28 April–1 June 1831


Seats contested: 658


Total electorate: Approx. 516,000


Prime Minister on polling day: Earl Grey


Main party leaders: Whig – Earl Grey; Tory – Duke of Wellington









	Party performance:







	Party


	Seats won







	Whig


	370







	Tory


	234








Result: Whig majority of 135 seats


The idea of a ‘single-issue’ election is arguably one of the most overused concepts in our political imagination. All too often, the term proves reductive, ignoring or understating a host of issues at the heart of a campaign. The election of 1831, called a mere 222 days after the conclusion of the 1830 contest, is perhaps an exception. This was, for the Tory Party, an electoral annihilation comparable to the defeats of 1906, 1945 and 1997, where the issue of parliamentary reform dominated proceedings across the country. Yet this chapter will demonstrate that this was a remarkable election which went beyond the size of the Whigs’ victory. Fundamentally, it showed that in an age marred by societal change, early industrialisation and upheaval on the Continent, constitutional change could be delivered without revolution. In the process, it also helped to redefine the party political system; local issues, which were typically the chief concern of those eligible to vote, were transcended in a way that had seldom been seen before, laying the ground for the formalised system of political parties we know today.


While the Duke of Wellington had been returned as Prime Minister after the vote of 1830, his victory was, ultimately, pyrrhic. Less than a month after parliament had reconvened, he was ousted, as instability and factionalism within Tory ranks proved insurmountable. The party faced a schism over the decision to grant Catholic emancipation two years prior, which was seen by Ultra-Tories as a betrayal by Wellington and his Home Secretary, Sir Robert Peel. This led to the government collapsing after unexpectedly losing a vote on the civil list on 15 November 1830. Stung by a band of newly elected Tory MPs, seventeen of whom voted in line with the opposition, the Iron Duke was defeated by 233 votes to 207 and tendered his resignation in the days that followed.


Succeeding Wellington was Charles Grey, the 2nd Earl Grey, who had by then been leading the Whigs in opposition for almost a quarter of a century. His ascendancy owed much to the death of King George IV, who never looked favourably upon Grey, and the accession of William IV, whose greater sympathy towards the Whig leader would prove essential to his premiership and eventual electoral success. Though he had long advocated parliamentary reform, it is striking that in the month he became Prime Minister, Grey underestimated the hunger for political change that would propel him to a landslide victory. During the King’s Speech, for example, Grey’s contemporaries were struck by his ‘slight and almost slighting manner’ when addressing the question of reform, with John Roebuck arguing that he had presented it ‘as a sort of decoration in an opposition speech … because no one believed it to be of import to party success’.


Towards the end of 1830, however, violent disturbances across Britain ensured reform would be at the kernel of Grey’s government’s activity. Sparked by agricultural unrest owing to the mechanisation of farming and stagnant wages, the ‘Captain Swing’ riots saw bands of unemployed labourers smash threshing machines throughout Sussex, Hampshire, Berkshire and Wiltshire. Anarchy was widespread and went beyond the agricultural sector, as textile workers in Lancashire, Staffordshire and the Midlands became increasingly militant under the leadership of John Doherty. By late 1830, his National Association for the Protection of Labour, an early attempt at a national trade union, had amassed 100,000 members in these counties, highlighting the impact of nascent industrialisation and the problems that accompanied it.


This disharmony, along with the aftershocks of the overthrow of Charles X in France, revolution in Belgium and insurrectionary movements in Italy and Spain, crystallised fears among the landed classes about the possibility of revolution in Britain. Attesting to this is an account from December 1830’s edition of the Gentleman’s Magazine, a publication aimed at aristocratic readers, which depicted a scene of near-hysteria in Cambridge following the razing of a local farm, including the sale of ‘1,500 bludgeons … within two days’. According to the diarist Charles Greville, widespread disturbances left London resembling the ‘capital of a country desolated by cruel war or foreign invasion’. This was unprecedented in his lifetime and Greville was stunned by the atmosphere of ‘general agitation’ – agitation driven by the issues of reform and economic strife.


Suppressing disturbances dominated the opening weeks of Grey’s ministry. A syncretic blend of Whigs and Canningites, which included three future Tory Prime Ministers, Grey’s Cabinet swiftly dispensed with violent protests: 200 rioters were initially sentenced to death and around 500 transported to Australia for their involvement. As an unabashed aristocrat, and with a Cabinet that owned more land than any that preceded it, Grey searched desperately for an antidote to revolution. He believed that the answer lay in redistributing political influence to regions that were growing in economic importance.


The First Reform Bill sought to address these iniquities and was introduced to the House of Commons by Lord John Russell on 1 March 1831. Industrialising areas such as Leeds, Manchester, Greenwich and Sheffield were to be allocated two MPs each in a major shake-up of the electoral map. Constituencies with tiny electorates – some with as few as seven voters in the case of Old Sarum in Wiltshire – would be totally disenfranchised to offset this expansion. The ‘rotten boroughs’, often controlled by a single powerful patron, were targeted ruthlessly, while constituencies with an electorate of between 2,000 and 4,000 would also see their allocations halved from two MPs to one. Though it was to formally disenfranchise women for the first time, the act also advocated extending eligibility to people with property amounting to over £10, granting the vote to a sizeable portion of the urban middle class, whose integration into the political establishment was believed to be an important bulwark against revolutionary currents.


While a number of the prerequisites of a modern democratic system were omitted, such as the secret ballot and universal suffrage, many were struck by the bill’s ambition. The Baltic noblewoman Princess Lieven, a confidant of Grey, noted the sense of bemusement in Parliament with the ‘Whigs … astonished, the Radicals delighted [and] the Tories indignant’. The magnitude of the plan, and potential imminence of a general election, was clear to all. Indeed, on the day the bill was unveiled, The Times carried an editorial declaring that a ‘grand crisis’ had been reached, which would culminate in either ‘reform or a dissolution within a few days or hours!’


As such, although it would be a number of weeks before an election was actually called, the electoral battlelines had been drawn and the parties sharpened their messaging around the definitive issue of the day. Though Wellington continued to lead the Tories, it was Peel who cautioned against the bill’s adoption at the dispatch box, arguing that it would lead to continual constitutional concessions: ‘others will outbid you’, he said, and would offer ‘votes and powers to a million men … quot[ing] your precedent’. Conscious of parliamentary arithmetic, and the perception of the country at large, the Whigs were at pains to stress the permanence of their proposals – a silver bullet to eradicate electoral evils – a dogged insistence that earned Russell the nickname ‘Finality Jack’. Resisting pressures from radicals such as Henry Hunt to leave the door open to further reform down the line proved critical as the bill passed its second reading by the barest of margins – 302 to 301. In the words of the Whig MP T. B. Macaulay, the moment was equivalent to ‘seeing Caesar stabbed in the Senate House … The jaw of Peel fell; and the face of [the anti-reform MP Horace] Twiss was as the face of a damned soul; and [former Tory Chancellor John] Herries looked like Judas taking his neck-cloth off for the last operation.’


With Parliament fractured and tensions evoking biblical comparisons, it is unsurprising that the bill’s progress faltered. General Isaac Gascoyne soon introduced a wrecking amendment to preserve the number of seats allocated to England, which was set to fall disproportionately as part of the efforts to uproot rotten boroughs. ‘The spoliation of English representation’, as Gascoyne described it, raised the spectre of a greater presence of Irish Catholic MPs. Anxieties surrounding the ‘enemy within’, who would serve to undermine Protestant institutions and the constitution, secured the adoption of the amendment, with bleary-eyed MPs passing it at 4.30 a.m. on 20 April (299 to 291). Parliament was now ungovernable for the Whigs; it was necessary to ‘have it the other way’, as the First Lord of the Admiralty, Sir James Graham, lamented.


Although Sir James’s comments indicate the Whigs’ confidence, securing a contest would ultimately require the king’s consent. This was by no means guaranteed. Perceived instability in Ireland, augmented by an impending trial for sedition of Daniel O’Connell, the leading light in the campaign for Catholic emancipation, threatened to unravel attempts to call an election. Though O’Connell’s trial was cleverly kiboshed by government lawyers, who argued he was being tried under a lapsed statute, the fear of turmoil weighed heavily on the mind of William IV. On top of this, the king was perceptive enough to realise that a contest would essentially be a referendum on a single issue, and therefore mark a significant constitutional departure from previous elections; he agonised over Grey’s request for dissolution and, in spite of these reservations, acquiesced after twenty-four hours of deliberation.


As the king prepared to dissolve Parliament on 22 April, the atmosphere inside the chambers was nothing short of febrile. Sensing an election could be imminent, Peel had started to modify his language, indicating he would be potentially open to a version of reform – just not in the immediate future. Now, though, he launched into a stinging attack against both the Whigs and the king. In an invective halted by the Black Rod just as he ‘seemed to fall into fit’, as the Whig J. C. Hobhouse described it, Peel contended that the Crown had ‘ceased to be an object of interest’ if it was to be so easily swayed by the government. Unbridled hysteria swept through the Tory benches, with scenes drawing comparisons with the French Revolution’s Serment du Jeu de Paume; Sir Henry Hardinge, a former Tory minister and ally of Peel, expressed his belief that gunshots would soon ring around the capital. Tory fears were captured most vividly by the eyewitness George Villiers, whose words were recounted by Greville:




As [I] looked at the King upon the throne with the crown loose upon his head, and the tall grim figure of Lord Grey close beside him with the sword of state in his hand, it was as if the King had got his Executioner by his side and the whole picture was strikingly typical of his and our future destinies.





Less than a week separated these dramatic parliamentary scenes and polls opening. On the face of it, incidents of disorder across the breadth of Britain could have played into the Tories’ electoral strategy. Violence, invariably inflicted by groups sympathetic to reform, was reported in areas such as Aberdeenshire, Newcastle-under-Lyme, Pembrokeshire, Wigan and Warwick. Clashes were arguably at their most intense in Lanarkshire and Rye in Sussex, where freemen backing anti-reformers faced a level of physical intimidation which almost resulted in one of them being ‘trampled to death’. Elsewhere, aristocratic property was targeted. Upon dissolution, supporters of reform were encouraged to light their houses at night, leaving the unilluminated properties of anti-reformers to be attacked by mobs which, according to accounts from Edinburgh, reached 10,000 in number. Stones crashed through the Duke of Wellington’s London home, the crowd seemingly unconcerned with the personal tragedy that had struck the Tory leader days before, his wife’s passing so recent that her body was yet to be removed from the property.


As the ballot commenced, it is perhaps of little wonder that the man who defeated Napoleon was increasingly fatalistic about both his party’s electoral chances and the inevitability of revolution. The latter presented a challenge for the Whigs. Given they were still navigating an unreformed system, it was crucial that this perception was not shared by the electorate, namely the landed classes whose approval was essential to secure victory. Consequently, their rhetoric appealed to the restoration of calm throughout the nation. Sentiments such as ‘Liberty and Public Order’ were deployed in county seats like Norwich, where the notorious anti-reformer Sir Charles Wetherell was defeated. In Liverpool, meanwhile, newspapers favourable to reform consciously highlighted the respectability of the Whigs’ hustings and meetings, culminating in the symbolically significant defeat of General Gascoyne, whose wrecking amendment had triggered the election.


The Whigs’ ability to communicate this message was aided significantly by the king’s presence at the dissolution of Parliament. Initially, William IV was disinclined to attend in person, owing to his concerns over the constitutional precedent the election would set and potential tumult in Ireland. However, Tories in both Houses committed a major tactical error by attempting to move against dissolution. Enraged at this effort to override his prerogative, the king’s previous reluctance swiftly dissipated, and he demanded to be taken to Parliament with such urgency that he would settle for a hackney coach if the royal stables were not ready. Undoubtedly, his attendance conferred extra legitimacy on the reform movement, as evidenced by an editorial in The Times, which went so far as to call for a monument to King William IV in recognition of his contribution to the cause. The momentum this injected into the Whigs’ campaign was encapsulated by Princess Lieven, who observed that ‘the moment that the country saw that the King lent himself to the measure … there was no way of raising a cry against Reform’. This point was not lost on the Tories, with Hardinge conceding a week into polling that ‘the reform mania … is not to be overcome at this crisis when a k[ing] heads the mob or blindly submits to the dictates of his ministers’. Whig candidates across the land urged the public to cast votes in favour of the ‘Two Bills’ – reform and William – which helped to reassure patrons that their interests were served by backing Grey’s party.


That said, while some wealthy landowners offered reform their full-throated support, it was clear to strategists within the party that it would be necessary to be pragmatic in dealing with certain patrons; for this election at least, this meant compromising on their ambition to reduce corruption and ensure electoral integrity. Indeed, this was apparent from the very start of the campaign. Barely twenty-four hours after the election was called, a meeting was arranged at Brooks’s Club, a gentleman’s establishment in London often frequented by the party’s leading lights. In attendance was J. C. Hobhouse, who recalled that over £15,000 – approximately £1.25 million in today’s money – had already been collected through donations and subscriptions, a substantial chunk of which was dedicated to ‘procuring seats for some good men’. Many patrons sensed a final opportunity to exploit the existing system, for example Lord Yarborough, who demanded a minimum of £4,000 for his seats on the Isle of Wight. As Hobhouse noted, ‘[though] this appeared somewhat in contradiction to the principles on which we put forward our political pretensions … we were obliged to fight our opponents with their own weapons, no other mode of warfare would have had the slightest chance of success’.


Other boroughmongers sought not to profiteer as they were implacably opposed to reform and resolved to fight the bill through their nominations. Their resistance, however, was often futile. Many previously powerful patrons – including the Duke of Newcastle in Nottinghamshire, Lord Lonsdale (Cumberland and Westmorland) and the Duke of Beaufort (Gloucestershire) – witnessed the rejection of their anti-reform candidates.


The results for the Tories were therefore shaping up to be about as disastrous as was possible in an unreformed Parliament. Of the English MPs the party returned, 84 per cent represented seats facing disenfranchisement or restructuring, putting them in considerable jeopardy for the 1832 election, following reform’s implementation. The vast majority of these individuals also benefited from running unopposed. Where contests emerged, as was the case in roughly a third of the 380 constituencies, the success of the pro-reform movement was overwhelming. Moreover, owing to the ballot taking place over a number of weeks, victorious candidates would also travel to constituencies where the contest was still ongoing and participate in their hustings, as Devon MP Lord Ebrington did when he addressed the voters of Cornwall, providing reformers with further momentum. Consequently, only Shropshire returned two anti-reform candidates when a vote was forced, and pro-reform MPs won seventy-six of the eighty-two county seats overall.


Pockets of resistance occasionally sprouted, perhaps most ironically in university areas. On the Continent, such regions often served as the epicentre for arguments of political reform and even revolution, but these trends were bucked in the Oxford and Cambridge University seats, with the Foreign Secretary and future Prime Minister Lord Palmerston ejected from the latter owing to his support for the bill.


Despite the disappointment of Palmerston’s ousting, though, much of the early impetus Grey’s party had generated was sustained by the breadth of popular support the bill enjoyed. This found expression through mass gatherings. Even though the proportion of adult males eligible to vote would increase only from 14 per cent to 18 per cent, crowds flocked to counts in unprecedented numbers, particularly in industrialising areas. Dudley and Norwich provide a case in point. Over 20,000 people greeted pro-reform candidates in both these regions, a figure that was still several times the size of their respective electorates even after reform had been achieved, and a procession was organised for the victorious candidates in Bristol.


Nor was such enthusiasm confined to England. Around 50,000 gathered in Glasgow, with the number of contests in Scotland quadrupling and the proportion of pro-reform candidates returned to Parliament soaring to 50 per cent. Even in Breconshire, Wales, where the landed interest was believed to be unconquerable, a contest was forced in the midst of demonstrations in Merthyr which, in the days after the election, culminated in violent clashes in which the red flag was first used as a symbol of working-class resistance.


While the final contest did not conclude until 1 June, it was clear by early May that the Whigs were on course for a resounding victory, with commentators like Greville forecasting a majority of around 140 seats. Although the outcome was inevitable at this point, a crucial development from the 1831 election was best displayed during one of the few ballots that continued until the final days – namely the increasing levels of partisanship across the electorate.


Evidence of this trend had been building through the decline in the number of voters willing to split their ballots between candidates of the two main parties, but the specific circumstances surrounding the contest in Northamptonshire illustrated how local considerations and loyalties were transcended in a way few previously thought possible. Representation in the county had been divided between Grey’s Chancellor, Lord Althorp, and the Tory William Cartwright since 1806. Althorp believed it served both men’s interests not to force a contest because, irrespective of the national mood around the reform question, ‘the two parties in the county were of equal strength’. He assured Cartwright that the Whigs would stand a second candidate only in retaliation to the Tories making the first move. Cries of treachery therefore swept through the constituency when, in spite of Althorp offering his word, the Whigs proposed Lord Milton to run alongside him. Such behaviour was judged to be so egregious that many believed Althorp should step aside to restore his honour. In spite of this controversy, and the conviction in Althorp’s camp that ‘another Whig candidate could not be proposed with any probability of success’, Milton deposed Cartwright after close to two weeks of polling.


In other words, Northamptonshire demonstrated how the election of 1831 challenged the political orthodoxy of the time. Where previously local factors and candidates proved decisive, the electorate had now been polarised over a single issue. This development, alongside the implementation of the Great Reform Act, would have long-term implications. Most notably, it would result in what the historian Jonathan Clark has described as a ‘new age of manifestos, platforms and ever-widening appeals’ in British politics, a trend reflected in Peel’s Tamworth Manifesto three years later and, indeed, in contests throughout this book.


Beyond this, the election had two more enduring consequences. Firstly, it established the precedent that constitutional reform could be achieved through parliamentary means. Far from representing ‘finality’, as the Whigs argued, this principle helped deliver the reforms of 1867, 1884 and 1918, all of which had significant ramifications for future UK elections. Secondly, this poll showed how parliamentary deadlock on a critical constitutional issue could be unlocked through the calling of a snap poll, an idea with which the 2019 voters will be familiar.


The most immediate implication of the Whigs’ victory, though, was the resounding mandate that they now had to implement reform. Though its exact size is disputed, owing to the more informal party structures in the early-to-mid nineteenth century, a reliable indicator of the size of their overall majority was the vote on the Second Reform Bill, which they clinched with a handsome margin of 136 votes. According to this measure, the Whigs gained approximately seventy seats: fifty-one in England, eight in Scotland, seven in Ireland and four in Wales. Wellington’s party was crushed. There would still be battles in the Lords, but the Act’s eventual passage resulted in an expanded electorate and a host of new constituencies when an election was called the following year – the third in a little over twentyfour months.


Connor Hand is a journalist and senior news-gathering producer at LBC Radio, working across numerous shows, including with Iain Dale in the evening, Nick Ferrari at breakfast and Carol Vorderman on Sundays.
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1832


ALUN EVANS




Dissolution: 3 December 1832


Polling day: 10 December 1832–8 January 1833


Seats contested: 658


Total electorate / Total votes cast / Turnout: 812,938 (605,518 in contested seats) / 827,776 / 70.4 per cent


Candidates (total 1,037): Whig – 636; Tory – 350; Irish Repeal – 51 Prime Minister on polling day: Earl Grey


Main party leaders: Whig – Earl Grey; Tory – Duke of Wellington; Irish Repeal – Daniel O’Connell









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Whig


	554,719


	67


	441







	Tory


	241,284


	29.2


	175







	Irish Repeal


	31,773


	3.8


	42








Result: Whig majority of 225 seats


Anybody today coming out of the Monument Metro Station in Newcastle cannot miss the column at the road junction there. But if they look at whom it commemorates, they may not realise the significance of the politician whose statue is on top of the monument. Grey’s Monument was built in 1838 in honour of Earl Grey, the Whig Prime Minister from 1830 to 1834, and the man responsible for the passage of one of the greatest acts of constitutional reform in the United Kingdom – what became known as the Great Reform Act of 1832. The Act was the first to extend the suffrage (albeit only to men) and create a fairer system of parliamentary constituencies. That process of parliamentary reform eventually led to universal suffrage for all men and women over twenty-one in 1928, although that goal was not fully achieved until 1948 with the abolition of plural voting and the universities’ seats. In 1969, the voting age was lowered to eighteen, thereby defining the scope of the current United Kingdom electorate.


Earl Grey began that process of electoral reform by steering the Third Reform Bill through the Houses of Parliament and then led his Whig government to victory in the subsequent 1832 general election – the first to be fought under the new and enlarged franchise.


The previous two general elections had been held in 1830 and 1831. The 1830 poll had been indecisive, resulting in what would now be termed a hung parliament, whereas the 1831 poll had produced a Whig landslide of 136 seats over the Tories. It therefore gave Grey a majority in the House of Commons supportive of his reform programme. The outcome of the 1832 general election cannot be fully comprehended without a prior analysis and understanding of the campaign during the spring and summer of 1832 that eventually led to the passage of the Reform Act (it only later acquired the title ‘Great’).


However, Grey was not in any traditional sense a radical. He came from an aristocratic Northumberland family and had something of a colourful life, fathering a child by Georgiana, the Duchess of Devonshire, when very young, but his family and he supported the child, who was raised by his parents. He went on to have fifteen other children with his wife, Mary.


Grey was aged sixty-six when he finally became Prime Minister. He had first entered Parliament in 1786, at the age of twenty-two, just three years before the French Revolution, the effects of which affected his thinking. He spent most of the next forty years in opposition. His support for electoral reform was not, though, based upon some vision of liberal progress but more as a means of avoiding revolution. As his biographer E. A. Smith commented, Grey supported reform within the context of ‘the immediate concern he felt at the dangerous state of the country and the need to preserve the aristocratic system of government … Reform was merely a part of this major purpose.’


The two aspects that Grey was concerned to change were, firstly, the very narrow size of the electorate and, secondly, the obvious unfairness of the ‘rotten boroughs’ – those with no or hardly any electors – and the lack of parliamentary representation in other areas. By the early 1830s, there were protests in many of the larger unrepresented new conurbations and demands from the middle classes for change. In 1830 and 1831, there had also been violent uprisings in some rural areas (the so-called Swing Riots) and revolution was once again in the air in Europe when, in 1830, the July Revolution led to the overthrow of the restored French monarchy. Grey was convinced that only reform could reduce or prevent the risk of a similar outcome in Britain.


The death of King George IV in 1830, an implacable opponent of Grey, removed one obstacle to Grey’s ambitions and the Whig victory in the 1831 general election provided the springboard for Grey to introduce the bill to reform the franchise. It had two main elements. First, to rationalise the distribution of parliamentary seats by abolishing fifty-six rotten boroughs and creating 130 new parliamentary seats in sixty-seven new constituencies, especially in the growing towns and cities such as Birmingham and Manchester. Second, to expand the franchise, giving the vote to all male householders who paid a yearly rental of £10 or more, as well as to a number of middle-class property owners. However, the bill explicitly excluded women from the electoral register, even though some public commentators such as the philosopher Jeremy Bentham had urged it as long ago as 1819. The reform proposals were, in fact, fairly modest and far from radical – but they were, in Grey’s judgement, what could be sufficient to fend off the risk of revolt or worse. There had been further rioting in northern towns and cities in late 1831 and early 1832, with people protesting about the lack of progress in Parliament, and it appeared to Grey that reform was both urgent and essential.


The Third Reform Bill passed easily through the House of Commons with its massive Whig majority. However, it faced major opposition in the House of Lords. The Tory leader, the Duke of Wellington, was implacably opposed to the reform, arguing that there was nothing wrong with the existing system ‘which answered all the good purpose of legislation … to a greater degree than any legislature ever had answered in any country’. Grey told the new king, William IV, that if the Lords did not pass the bill, he would seek to create fifty or sixty new peers.


When the bill came to its second reading in the House of Lords on 14 April, Grey himself chose to wind up the debate with what observers called one of his finest speeches. He again alluded to the threat that, if the Lords did not pass the bill, he would create many more peers to force its passage through the Upper House. The threat worked and the bill received a majority of just nine in the House of Lords. Two months later, it received royal assent, after many peers had abstained on its third reading and Wellington, though still opposed, did not have enough votes in the House of Lords to block it any longer.


Grey’s biographer suggested that ‘Britain came nearer to popular revolution during those years [1831 and 1832] than at any others in modern times’. Indeed, it is possible to argue that without the Great Reform Act of 1832, the Chartist movement which emerged a few years later and peaked in the early 1840s might have successfully overthrown the political settlement and even led to some form of revolution, much like those which took place throughout mainland Europe in 1848. That the Great Reform Act had enfranchised a section of the growing middle classes in the new towns and cities of the United Kingdom had helped avert such a possibility and set the pace for future electoral reform, even if it was to be many years until universal suffrage was achieved.


Late in 1832, Grey sought a dissolution of Parliament for the holding of a general election under the new system introduced by the Act. Much was different. The rotten boroughs in places such as Old Sarum, with no or few voters, were gone. The electorate had been expanded by over 50 per cent from some 400,000 voters to 650,000. Constituencies were of a far more equal size than before the Act. It was during the general election campaign of 1832 that the process of parties seeking votes for their candidate, akin to current political campaigning, first emerged in nearly every constituency.


The election was, though, in some ways, something of a damp squib. The result was never in doubt. Wellington did not campaign to any great extent and, reluctantly, accepted that his argument against the Act had been lost. He had always said that he should feel it his duty to resist reform when proposed by others. In practice, during the election campaign, he backed down from this position. The political classes moved on to focus on the two emerging themes of the election: reform to the laws affecting Irish people (thus building on the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829) and the great liberal cause of the abolition of slavery. Grey, riding high on the back of the campaign for the Great Reform Act, led his Whig Party to an even greater landslide than had occurred the previous year.


The voting itself took place, unlike nowadays, over several weeks, from 10 December 1832 until 8 January 1833. The Whigs won 441 seats in the House of Commons, compared to the Tories’ tally of only 175. The Irish Repeal Party (which existed to campaign against the Act of Union and for Irish independence) won forty-two seats – perhaps an ominous sign for the future. The new Whig government therefore had a massive overall majority of 214. In terms of vote share, the results were even more stark with the Whigs gaining 67 per cent of the popular vote more than double the Tories’ 29 per cent. Given the lack of comparable data for 1831, there was no comparison to show how big a two-party swing this represented. Suffice to say, however, that the newly enfranchised regions of the Midlands and the north of England voted heavily for the Whig candidates.


Grey’s triumph in 1832, though, was relatively short lived. Less than two years later in 1834, Grey resigned at the age of seventy and returned to his native Northumberland, where he died eleven years later. The 1832 electoral triumph had been the pinnacle of his career, sealing as it did the approval of the expanded electorate for the Great Reform Act.


The 1832 general election was profound both in being the first fought under the extended system, introduced by Grey, but also in that it ushered in the reforming Whig government of 1832–34 whose major achievement was the Slavery Abolition Act of 1833. Its longerterm significance may have been even greater. Grey had begun the process of constitutional change which, by giving more people a political voice, helped avoid the possibility of revolution within Britain, as would later happen throughout much of Europe. Grey’s government can take at least some of the credit for that.


The construction of Grey’s Monument in Newcastle was therefore a recognition of his achievement of widening participation in the democratic process which continued throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The project cost some £2,300 (well over £250,000 in today’s money) and was funded entirely by public subscriptions in honour of the Prime Minister. By contrast, the most recent electoral legislation in the United Kingdom, the Elections Act of 2022, was designed specifically to restrict the right to vote through measures on photo ID and postal voting. It seems highly unlikely that today members of the public will feel the urge to contribute to fund a statue to commemorate the Prime Minister who oversaw that most recent act of electoral reform.


Dr Alun Evans CBE is a writer and political consultant. He was, for over thirty years, a UK civil servant. He is the author of The Intimacy of Power: An insight into private office, Whitehall’s most sensitive network, to be published by Biteback in 2024.
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1835


EDWARD YOUNG




Dissolution: 29 December 1834


Polling day: 6 January–6 February 1835


Seats contested: 658


Total electorate / Total votes cast / Turnout: 845,776 (479,679 in contested seats) / 611,137 / 65 per cent


Candidates (total 945): Whig (including radicals and Irish Nationalists) – 538; Conservative – 407


Prime Minister on polling day: Robert Peel


Main party leaders: Conservative – Robert Peel; Whig – Viscount Melbourne









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Whig (including radicals and Irish Nationalists)


	349,868


	57.2


	385







	Conservative


	261,269


	42.7


	273








Result: Hung parliament, Conservatives continued as minority government


James Hudson had brains but no bounty hunting experience. Nonetheless it was clear in the royal household that he was the man for the job. Hudson had in his youth spent three years in Italy. He yearned to return to the land of the Renaissance and Ancient Rome. Decades later, Hudson would indeed become a famous diplomat in Italy, commemorated with a plaque on his old home in Turin. But on 16 November 1834, as a junior private secretary aged twentyfour working for William IV, Hudson was firmly based in London. And on that particular Sunday, the king needed someone who knew their way round Italy to track down Sir Robert Peel.


Two years had passed since the immense Tory mauling in the general election of 1832. The Whigs, despite, or perhaps because of, their huge majority, had squabbled over what to reform next. The established Church of Ireland was an obvious target. In an Irish population of almost 8 million, only 800,000 were Anglicans. Yet the resources of the church far outweighed its relevance. The list of grievances was long and complicated, covering everything from the collection of tithes to the number of Irish bishops. But, at its heart, the problem was simple. In the words of the Anglican cleric Sydney Smith: ‘On an Irish Sabbath, the bell of a neat parish church often summons to church only the parson and an occasionally conforming clerk; while, two hundred yards off, a thousand Catholics are huddled together in a miserable hovel and pelted by all the storms of heaven.’


One reform in particular had divided the Whigs. What should happen to the surplus income generated by the Church of Ireland? Would it not be fairer to appropriate it for non-ecclesiastical causes? The radicals and Irish Nationalists such as Daniel O’Connell were insistent. But increasingly within the Whigs a conservative group became vocal. In May 1834, the tension bubbled over when Lord Stanley, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, and a small group of supporters resigned from the government in protest against a policy of appropriation. The schism grew when the then Prime Minister, Earl Grey, himself resigned in July. The king asked Lord Melbourne, the Home Secretary, to form a new government, which he did while continuing half-heartedly to find an Irish compromise.


This new Whig government did not last long. At the start of November, Melbourne proposed Lord John Russell as the new Leader of the House of Commons. Russell was by now well established as a nitpicking reformer and he had already shown his hand as a champion of further changes to the Irish Church. The king meanwhile had grown frustrated at the confusion in government and was genuinely concerned at the prospect of an Irish unwinding of the constitution. He therefore took Melbourne at his word when he informed the king that his government was unstable, and dismissed Melbourne and the Whigs on Friday 14 November 1834.


The flaw in the king’s plan was parliamentary mathematics. The Whigs and radicals outnumbered the Tories by more than two to one in the Commons. There was also a separate doubt over who to appoint as Prime Minister. The king sent for the Duke of Wellington on Saturday. But the Iron Duke had by now lost much of his political strength, as well as some of his hearing. The new Prime Minister, he told King William, could only be Sir Robert Peel.


Wellington’s decision had profound implications not just for the general election that followed but also for the direction of the Conservative Party. By now Peel and Wellington had worked alongside each other for over a decade. Both shared a strong belief in the constitution and in maintaining the king’s government. But politically, Peel was moving step by step away from the Ultras who were loyal to Wellington, and on personal matters the two men were even further apart. In the chaos that autumn, Wellington had as much chance as anyone of forming a Tory government. But what he saw, and what others around him increasingly recognised, was that for the Tories to survive and succeed in future elections, a different approach and new leadership were required.


Unfortunately, this new leadership was on holiday. Sir Robert Peel had decided after the parliamentary session ended to take a trip with his wife and eldest daughter across Europe. No one knew exactly where he had headed, nor indeed how long he would be. Meanwhile in Whitehall, there were concerns about stability. The king had dismissed one government but was unable to appoint a new one. In that era of rioting and reform, this was no endorsement for the continuing power of the Crown. Wellington offered to provide short-term help by forming a caretaker government. To save time, he gave himself every major position – Prime Minister, Foreign Secretary, Home Secretary as well as Leader of the House of Lords. Under this temporary dictatorship, the hunt began to find Robert Peel.


James Hudson reached Dover late on Sunday evening. Perhaps at the back of his mind was a secret hope that his trip to the Continent would allow him the opportunity to visit those museums and galleries he had admired as a youth. Any such thoughts soon disappeared. The final steamboat to France had already set off. With winter weather setting in, Hudson paid some oarsmen to row him across the Channel. He arrived, freezing, in Boulogne four hours later and began hitchhiking across Europe. At Paris, the embassy told him to go to Italy. Once in Italy, he rattled through the ancient city states – Turin, Milan, Bologna, Florence and Rome – but he had no time for tourism as he wandered in vain round countless hotels. Day after day, the journey became more desperate. He travelled on horseback, rattletraps and oxcarts. At one point the Austrian police confiscated his passport; at another he had to bribe the Papal Guards. He eventually reached Peel’s hotel in Rome on 25 November, nine days after his departure – caked in mud, stinking of damp, having abandoned his luggage and wearing huge horse riding boots. It is typical of Peel that before answering the king’s summons, he quizzed Hudson on his journey, pointing out it could have been completed in eight rather than nine days. Hudson headed home the next day.


Meanwhile Peel, his wife Julia and their daughter, also Julia, all returned to London. All his life, Peel was a devoted father and husband, and it is telling that rather than leaving his family behind, all three travelled together through the Alpine snows. It took them twelve days to reach Paris, spending four nights in bed and eight in the coach. In Peel’s papers in the Surrey History Centre, there is a brown notebook in which he described the final leg of the journey:




Monday 8 December: [Breakfasted] at Montreuil, reached Calais at 5 o’clock. Sailed that evening at 6, reached Dover at eleven. Julia and Julia staid [sic] all night at Dover. I left it in a hack chaise at 20 min to 12, reached London at ½ past 8. Tuesday morning Dec 9. Saw the King at ½ past ten, accepted the office of First Lord of the Treasury and proceeded forthwith in the formation of the Government.





These were the days of Sir Robert Peel’s ascendancy. Gone now was the brittle sense of honour from his time as Home Secretary in the 1820s. Fading, but not forgotten, was his reputation for changing his mind. The snobs still saw Peel as a Staffordshire outsider. The diarist Charles Greville complained that he looked more like a dapper shopkeeper than a Prime Minister. Also he ‘eats voraciously and cuts creams and jellies with his knife’. But by now Peel was more at ease with himself than at any point in his career. Aged forty-six, he was in his prime – putting on weight, happy at home in Drayton Manor and growing in stature in Parliament. Thus the same Greville who complained about Peel’s eating habits wrote in 1834:




No matter how unruly the House, how impatient or fatigued, the moment he rises all is silence … His great merit consists in his judgment, tact and discretion, his facility, promptitude, thorough knowledge of the assembly he addresses, familiarity with the details of every sort of Parliamentary business, and the great command he has over himself.





Peel decided to call a general election immediately. The state of discord in Parliament could be solved only by dissolving it. More to the point, a general election, called by a Tory Prime Minister who had set a new direction, might help the party regain ground lost during the destruction of 1832. A majority was out of the question, but it was possible to imagine a significantly improved minority position, either in power or back in opposition.


But before dissolving Parliament, Peel needed to form a Cabinet capable of agreeing to his plan. His first task was to broaden the appeal of the new government beyond the rump of Ultra-Tories. He therefore wrote to both Lord Stanley and his Whig ally, Sir James Graham. The overture failed, but over the coming days new names and faces agreed to join Peel in government. William Gladstone, still a stern and unbending Tory, entered government for the first time, alongside Lord Lincoln and Lord Wharncliffe. In several Cabinet positions, Peel gave concessions to a few reliable Ultras, but the key roles of Home Secretary, Foreign Secretary and Secretary of State for War went to alumni of the Liberal Tory governments of the late 1820s – Henry Goulburn, the Duke of Wellington and Lord Aberdeen. Peel served as Chancellor of the Exchequer himself.


On 13 December the Cabinet came together over dinner and agreed to a general election. The first step would be a public statement from Peel. Such declarations were not unusual; candidates across the country increasingly published statements setting out their principles. But, in this case, a historical oddity gave Peel’s plan an edge. Under the rules of the time, any new minister on taking office would have to fight a by-election in their constituency. This rule, which ten years later would prove a thorn in Peel’s side, suddenly gave the Prime Minister an opportunity to move fast and seize the initiative. He would write an address to his own electors in Tamworth which would be published around the country before the general election campaign had even started. By the time the Cabinet met again on 17 December, Peel had finished drafting his Tamworth address. The text was approved by the Cabinet and copied for publication at midnight.


At first glance, the success of the Tamworth manifesto seems a surprise. The language is littered with lofty portents and double negatives. Some of the sentences cover entire paragraphs. All his life, Peel felt the need to justify himself at immense length when taking any decision, and much of the opening is dedicated to explaining why he had agreed to form a government.


But once all this was out the way, Peel’s prose sharpened. There were 586 electors in Tamworth, but Peel had other voters in mind:




I gladly avail myself also of this, a legitimate opportunity, of making a more public appeal – of addressing myself, through you, to that great and intelligent class of society of which you are a portion … that class which is much less interested in the contentions of party, than in the maintenance of order and the cause of good government.





This was a crucial claim. Peel was in effect making clear that his priority was not simply to protect his core vote and old Tory interests but rather to represent the new voters in boroughs and counties across the country.


Biographers of Peel will point out that none of the pronouncements in the manifesto were new or original. Peel had long ago set out the principles of his approach to the new reformed parliament. He simply repeated and expanded on things he had already declared. The Great Reform Act would, he made clear, be respected not repealed or unpicked by the Tories. Instead, any new Conservative government would find a new, practical, way of approaching reform:




If, by adopting the spirit of the Reform Bill, it be meant that we are to live in a perpetual vortex of agitation; that public men can only support themselves in public estimation by adopting every popular impression of the day – by promising the instant redress of anything which anybody may call an abuse – by abandoning altogether that great aid of government – more powerful than either law or reason – the respect for ancient rights, and the deference to prescriptive authority; if this be the spirit of the Reform Bill, I will not undertake to adopt it. But if the spirit of the Reform Bill implies merely a careful review of institutions, civil and ecclesiastical, undertaken in a friendly temper combining, with the firm maintenance of established rights, the correction of proved abuses and the redress of real grievances – in that case, I can for myself and colleagues undertake to act in such a spirit and with such intentions.





Then, as now, politicians struggled to gain the trust of the public. Peel found his own way round the problem. Rather than make new promises on key issues, he simply reminded his readers of actions he had already taken. Thus on the inquiry into municipal corporations, Peel wrote that he had already agreed to serve on the inquiry committee so obviously would not interfere with the process. Similarly on Dissenters, he had long ago been clear that they could not attend the universities, but he was keen to help them become lawyers and medics. Finally on the crucial question of church reform,




I cannot give my consent to the alienating of Church property, in any part of the United Kingdom, from strictly ecclesiastical purposes. But I repeat now the opinions that I have already expressed in Parliament in regard to the church Establishment in Ireland – that if, by an improved distribution of the revenues of the Church, its just influence can be extended, and the true interests of the Established religion promoted, all other considerations should be made subordinate.





None of this made the manifesto a marvel. Its power lay not in the content but in the way it was communicated. The innovation was captured by those ten words near the start of the address – ‘through you, to that great and intelligent class of society’. On the same night that the Cabinet approved the text of the manifesto, it was copied and couriered round to the national newspapers. The next morning it appeared in print in the Morning Herald, the Morning Post and The Times. Thus came into being the first national manifesto, addressed to local voters and instigated by an ancient quirk of politics.


The plan worked. The manifesto captured the mood of an unsettled electorate. Letters, articles and hustings speeches referred endlessly to its pledges. Greville, a close observer, wrote: ‘Nobody talks of anything else.’ It spiked Lord Stanley who was planning a mighty speech in Glasgow which later became known as the ‘Knowsley creed’. And although Disraeli would later lampoon both Peel and the manifesto (‘an attempt to construct a party without principles’), even hardened cynics and reactionaries at the time accepted and repeated Peel’s ideas. The Tory Quarterly Review published at vast and unnecessary length an essay analysing the manifesto. Having consulted almost every known authority from Burke through to Shakespeare, the essay concluded: ‘If Sir Robert Peel fulfils his professions – as no one doubts that he will – by correcting all acknowledged abuses, and operating all salutary reforms, he will leave no man any resting-place between him and Mr O’Connell.’


That indeed was the purpose. But as this book repeatedly shows, manifestos do not win elections alone. The machinery of campaigning was becoming more important. And in 1835, for the first time in history, the Conservative Party entered an election with something resembling a national vote-winning operation.


Part of this was purely technical. One of the results of the Great Reform Act was that all new voters needed to be registered. This requirement added a new dimension to every local campaign. Henceforth, alongside the old Regency practices of bullying, bribery and general brutality which coloured every election, a new political skill became important: voter registration. Any party that wanted to influence elections could now ensure its own supporters were fully signed up and registered appropriately. Lawyers suddenly found themselves at the forefront of party politics.


The focus on registration added to the growing importance of local Conservative associations. Since 1832, the Conservative Party had started to take the need to organise seriously. Richard A. Gaunt in his essay later in this book provides a neat account of the rise of the Carlton Club and growth of local associations. It is significant that this trend was championed overwhelmingly by the Conservatives. No similar effort was made by the Whigs. Even today, a party in power will neglect its own political operations, while opposition obliges any outsiders to organise afresh. The years after 1832 were no exception, and Peel was bolstered by the work of one of the great organisers of British political history.


The career of Francis Bonham, political organiser and erstwhile Member of Parliament, is worth a book in its own right. Despite the solid work of Norman Gash and Robert Blake, we still know exceptionally little about what Bonham actually did for a living. After graduating in 1807, Bonham joined Lincoln’s Inn and was called to the bar in 1814. But it does not appear Bonham ever practised law and his career is a mystery until he appears as an MP for Rye in 1830. Silent in Parliament, he was assiduous in other matters, serving as Assistant Whip until he lost his seat the following year. Peel, however, recognised early on Bonham’s importance. In December 1834, he found Bonham a minor role in government with a salary of £1,200 a year. ‘I never could have accepted office’, Peel explained to Bonham, ‘without seeking your aid and offering you some appointment or other which might give me the frequent opportunity of communicating with you.’


With Bonham’s support and coordination, the Conservative associations got to work. These associations had no say on party policy, nor any direct role in selecting candidates, but they were crucial in registering voters and distributing money. Disraeli later captured the flavour in his novel Coningsby: ‘a Conservative Association, with a banker for its chairman, and a brewer for its vice-president, and four sharp lawyers knibbing their pens’.


These then were the tools that the Tories took into the general election. Polling began on 6 January and continued for a month. The results fell slightly short of what Peel had hoped for, with just over 270 Conservative MPs elected by the end of January. Overall, the party had gained almost 100 seats from the low base of 175 in 1832 and were now the largest party in Parliament. Many of the most important gains came in the new boroughs, where the Tories gained over fifty new Conservative MPs. Old forces still held sway over large parts of the electorate and the power of the landowner and the mob still shaped many outcomes. But overall, this was positive progress for the party and a strong endorsement of Peel.


Peel and his colleagues continued their work as a minority government. Over the following weeks they toiled where possible to maintain orderly government while also establishing a hugely influential Ecclesiastical Commission. Peel himself designed and drove much of the work of the commission and did so in his promised spirit of thoughtful, considered reform – making changes to the structure and spoils of the Church of England, without overplaying his hand. In the end, around £360,000 a year of church funds were redeployed to more urgent ecclesiastical causes.


It was Ireland which finally brought down the government. In February 1835, Lord John Russell had formed a compact with the Irish radical Daniel O’Connell at Lichfield House with the purpose of voting against the Conservative Party. On 7 April, they defeated the government on an Irish question. This was the end for Peel and his government. They had spent just over 100 days in office but left bolstered by 100 new Conservative MPs.


Every essayist in this book will have an affection for their own election. Even though 1835 does not rank as one of the most important elections in our history, it is undoubtable that the success Peel had in the four months he held office changed the future for the Conservative Party. When Peel finally won an overall majority in 1841, it became the first time a new government came into being directly as a result of a general election. In both practical and political terms, this success was built on Peel’s work in 1835. Practical, because Peel gained more new seats in 1835 than at any future election as leader, and more than twice as many as he gained in 1841. And political, because Peel had shown through the manifesto that he and his colleagues would govern as reforming Conservatives, not as Ultra-Tories.


The secret weapon in all this was speed. It had taken the hapless Hudson nine days to track down Peel in Italy; it took Peel a day less to form a government, write the Tamworth Manifesto and prepare for a general election. It was a speed of mobilisation rarely seen in nineteenth-century politics. The Tory machine did its work well during the campaign itself, but the Tamworth Manifesto shone a new light on the Conservatives. Had Lord Stanley taken eight days, rather than eight months, to write his Knowsley creed after resigning from the Whig government in 1834, Peel’s Tamworth Manifesto may never have been written.


There is one final reason to celebrate the 1835 campaign. Peel in his manifesto mentioned in passing a characteristic he deplored in politics: public men who ‘can only support themselves in public estimation by adopting every popular impression of the day, by promising the instant redress of anything which anybody may call an abuse’. We live in an age where politicians of all parties have been too weak to stand up and make unpopular cases against issues where more detailed investigation is needed. It is one of the reasons why we have seen an avalanche of well-intentioned but ill-thought-out new rules and regulations over many years. An important legacy of Tamworth was not so much any new political idea or strategy but rather Peel’s defence of political courage and intellectual integrity. As we look ahead to a new general election, every reader of this book, regardless of political persuasion, should ask themselves whether their candidates locally and nationally truly have the courage to apply the spirit of Tamworth once again.


Edward Young is a partner at Headland Consultancy and the coauthor with Douglas Hurd of Disraeli: or, The Two Lives (Orion, 2013). This chapter is dedicated to Young’s co-author, a lifelong Peelite.
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1837


NAN SLOANE




Dissolution: 17 July 1837


Polling day: 24 July–18 August 1837


Seats contested: 658


Total electorate / Total votes cast / Turnout: 1,004,664 (647,518 in contested seats) / 798,025 / 63.6 per cent


Candidates (total 994): Whig – 510; Conservative – 484


Prime Minister on polling day: Viscount Melbourne


Main party leaders: Whig – Viscount Melbourne; Conservative – Robert Peel









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Whig


	418,331


	52.4


	344







	Conservative


	379,694


	47.6


	314








Result: Whig majority of twenty-nine seats


The 1837 general election is sometimes described as one of the dullest elections ever. There is some truth in this. It was held less than three years after the previous one and was the fourth in the space of a decade, so even the new electorate called into existence by the 1832 Reform Act was beginning to weary of the polls. It was not the result of any political crisis but merely a constitutional necessity following the accession of a new monarch.


However, the apparent pointlessness of this election obscures a much more interesting story that is usually subsumed into the betterknown narrative of the rise of the Conservative Party and its leader, Sir Robert Peel.


In June 1837, William IV died, ushering in the reign of his niece, Victoria. Since 1707, it had been a requirement that a general election should be held on the accession of a monarch, and the one to provide Queen Victoria with a new parliament was duly scheduled for the four-week period between 24 July and 18 August. As usual, each constituency was able to determine its own timetable and polling day, and, despite several attempts to get one, a secret ballot was still decades away. This meant that votes were cast in public and recorded for posterity, a habit which, while handy for historians, led to much trouble at most elections at the time.


The Prime Minister in 1837 was Lord Melbourne, a Whig who had been in office since 1835. Although his government was largely unremarkable, he himself was a controversial figure with a colourful private life. Apart from anything else, he had recently been sued for ‘criminal correspondence’ (effectively adultery) by the husband of the writer Caroline Norton at a public and highly scandalous trial. Although Melbourne won the case, Caroline Norton was publicly humiliated and Melbourne had to be saved from an ignominious resignation by the support of the king.


Opposed to Melbourne, and leading a Tory (Conservative) Party which was beginning to develop both political coherence and a highly effective grass-roots organisation, was Sir Robert Peel. Peel had been Prime Minister briefly in 1834 and 1835 and would be again following the Tory landslide of 1841. As Home Secretary in the 1820s, he had founded the Metropolitan Police, and during the 1835 general election he produced the Tamworth Manifesto, one of the founding documents of what became the Conservative Party.


Although there was very little enthusiasm for Melbourne’s Whigs, there was also very little expectation that the election would result in a change of government. On the other hand, and particularly in the north of England, there was a widespread hope that the polls might at least give the Whigs a bloody nose. The roots of this pugnacity lay in two recent pieces of legislation – the 1832 Reform Act and the 1834 Poor Law Reform Act.


The failure of the 1832 Reform Act to meet the high hopes its supporters had built for it was, by 1837, biting home hard. Working-class people had been persuaded to campaign for it on the promise that their interests would be looked after by the middle classes whom it would enfranchise. The 1834 Poor Law Reform Act, therefore, came as a bitter blow to those hopes. Introduced to correct the deficiencies of Tudor and Stuart Poor Law provision, it seemed to many to be a ferocious attack not only on the poorer classes as a whole but on women and family values in particular. Families forced into the new workhouses would be split up, thus, in many people’s eyes, breaching the sacred bond of marriage. Sick children could be removed from their mothers on admission to the workhouse, and all children could be apprenticed, hired out or simply rehomed without their parents’ consent or sometimes even knowledge. Women who bore children out of wedlock would no longer be able to claim financial support from the father; instead, all women and girls would be financially responsible for their illegitimate children’s upkeep for sixteen years. All this seemed particularly vicious given that destitution in emerging industrial communities was likely to be episodic rather than persistent, and almost all workers, however respectable and independent, were likely to experience periods of unemployment (and therefore intense poverty) at one time or another.


Working-class opposition to the Act was widespread but particularly fierce in the north, where there were large communities dependent on the vagaries of industrial markets for their livings. Many parishes refused to build the new workhouses the Act required. Huge public meetings were held to protest against the legislation – it was estimated that at one, on Hartshead Moor near Huddersfield in May 1837, there were upwards of a quarter of a million people. In some places there was serious rioting. Poor Law inspectors sent out to try to enforce the law were sometimes physically attacked, often by enraged groups of women. The authorities did their best to contain the situation but were unable to prevent the fear and desperation felt in many communities from spiralling out of control. The 1837 general election, therefore, occurred in a political atmosphere in which feelings were already inflamed and hostility to the Whig government and its candidates was widespread.


Whig MPs presenting themselves for re-election were held personally responsible for the passage of the Act, and Tory candidates were consequently supported as they were seen to be likely to either amend or repeal it. There was a widespread industrial depression, which heightened insecurity and focused people’s minds on the plight of the unemployed. But most of the people directly affected by the Act could not vote, while the middle-class mill and factory owners who had a direct interest in making the New Poor Law work could. Tories opposed the New Poor Law for various reasons, including ideas about the sacramental nature of marriage and the innate respectability of the British working man, but Whig industrialists took a more pragmatic view based on reducing their rates and dealing with indigent workers during the periodic slumps. Thus, the outcomes of the election did not by any means reflect the strength of popular feeling against those who won.


The West Riding of Yorkshire at this time sent two MPs to Westminster, and in 1837 the Whig candidates, Lord Morpeth and Sir George Strickland, both of whom had been sitting MPs when the legislation was passed, were roundly attacked. The Tory campaign produced a handbill headed ‘A Few Plain Questions’, which helpfully provides answers as well. ‘Who’, it demands, ‘supported and voted for [the New Poor Law]?’ The defiant reply rings clear: ‘Morpeth and Strickland!’ The question ‘Who Voted that the Fathers of Bastard Children should pay NOTHING for their Support in any Case?’ elicits the same answer. More in this vein is followed by the demand: ‘Who will resist the Introduction of the Poor Law into the West Riding?’ a question to which the answer is the Tory candidate ‘Mr Wortley!’ Finally, it is noted that Lord Morpeth had also voted against holding an inquiry ‘into the Cause of the present great Distress of the Hand Loom Weavers. Shame! Shame!’


In Huddersfield, the radical Tory and factory law reformer Richard Oastler, a fierce and uncompromising opponent of the Poor Law Act, stood against the Whig incumbent. Oastler had been a speaker at the Hartshead Moor meeting, describing the Act as ‘damnable, infernal, detestable, despotic, unchristian, unconstitutional and unnatural’. Like many other places, Huddersfield saw a fair amount of violence during the election, some of it involving Oastler himself. At Wakefield, two people were killed, while elsewhere election rioting broke out at towns including Salford, Preston, Liverpool, Bolton, Manchester, Birmingham, Stamford and many others. Most of these centred around either the hustings, where candidates presented themselves before an indicative vote as to whether or not to proceed to a poll, or the day of the poll itself. Election rioting was by no means a new phenomenon – indeed, its violence and frequency were sometimes quoted as a reason why voting would be unsuitable for ladies – but in 1837, popular hatred of the New Poor Law gave it added impetus.


In 1835, Morpeth and Strickland had been returned unopposed; in 1837, although they were re-elected, the Tory John Stuart-Wortley came only 403 votes behind Strickland, and little more than a thousand behind Morpeth. In Huddersfield, Richard Oastler lost by only twenty-two votes. Results such as these are usually seen as part of the inexorable rise of Robert Peel’s Conservatives, but it is also the case that, in parts of the north at least, a deep suspicion and dislike of the self-interested and authoritarian tendencies of the Whigs was also at play.


The 1837 election had other, less obvious consequences, too. Although the anti-Poor Law cause had made progress, it had not succeeded in getting enough MPs elected to get the Act overturned, and there was some justifiable doubt whether, even if the Tories had won, they would have acted to relieve the miseries of working people during a depression. In 1838, the radical cabinet-maker William Lovett, working with other radicals, produced the People’s Charter, which became the basis of the Chartist movement of the 1840s and 1850s. The mass movement for political rights for working-class people had been more or less crushed after the tragedy of Peterloo in 1819, but new generations of working people who felt betrayed by the Whigs and could not entirely trust the Tories were coming to the conclusion that political rights for themselves – or, at any rate, for the men – were the only answer. The 1837 election, in which Whigs like Morpeth and Strickland scraped back in and popular heroes like Oastler were defeated by narrow margins, was a significant thread in the establishment of the early Chartist movement.


By the end of August, when all the votes had been counted, it was clear that Melbourne’s Whigs would be returned to government, though with forty-one fewer MPs than before. Resistance to the New Poor Law weakened as gradually workhouses were built and the fear of them came to dominate so many communities, but support for the new Chartist movement, which at times looked almost as though it might succeed, grew over the ensuing years. Melbourne’s government stumbled on until 1841, when it was finally brought down by Peel’s parliamentary manoeuvring. When, in 1867, the Second Reform Act enfranchised sections of working-class men, it also abolished the necessity for a general election on the accession of a new monarch, so that for many political historians, the 1837 election – if mentioned at all – is worthy of note only because it was the last to be held under the provisions of the old 1707 Act.


Nan Sloane is a Labour historian writing about left-wing and radical movements with particular reference to women’s part in them. Her books include The Women in the Room: Labour’s Forgotten History and Uncontrollable Women: Radicals, Reformers and Revolutionaries.
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1841


RICHARD A. GAUNT




Dissolution: 23 June 1841


Polling day: 29 June–22 July 1841


Seats contested: 658


Total electorate / Total votes cast / Turnout: 1,017,379 (475,233 in contested seats) / 593,445 / 63.4 per cent


Candidates (total 916): Conservative – 498; Whig – 388; Irish Repeal – 22 Prime Minister on polling day: Viscount Melbourne


Main party leaders: Whig – Viscount Melbourne; Conservative – Robert Peel; Irish Repeal – Daniel O’Connell









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Conservative


	306,314


	51.6


	367







	Whig


	273,902


	46.2


	271







	Irish Repeal


	12,537


	2.2


	20








Result: Conservative majority of seventy-six seats


The Conservative Party’s spectacular victory in the general election of 1841 was the most significant of any which it achieved during the nineteenth century. Although, in retrospect, it came to be overshadowed by the memory of what followed – the rupture of the Conservative Party five years later over the repeal of the Corn Laws – at the time, it was invested with every prospect of success. The Conservative Party’s return to power, with a majority of seventysix seats in the House of Commons, was once seen as a personal triumph for its leader and incoming Prime Minister. In the words of John Wilson Croker, the long-time editor of the Quarterly Review, ‘all turned on the name of Sir Robert Peel’. Today, with a more critical perspective on Peel’s personality and achievements and a correspondingly wider understanding of the circumstances within which the Conservative Party built and communicated its case to the electorate, that judgement looks far less secure.


It has long been recognised that the Conservative majority was based in the party’s traditional strongholds (small towns and county seats), on a platform of constitutional preservation, defence of the Church of England and support for the protectionist Corn Laws. The Conservatives secured some 367 seats in the 1841 election, including the majority of English and Welsh counties (137 out of 159 seats, a gain of twenty-three). However, they achieved a nearly even split in the English and Welsh boroughs (165 seats, including eight gains, to the Whigs’ 176). At a post-election dinner at Tamworth, Peel extolled the gains which Conservatives had made in larger, especially urban, borough seats with populations above 2,000, including the City of London, Westminster, Hull, Liverpool and Leeds. However, the Conservative Party only secured a minority of those seats overall, trailing the Whigs by fifteen seats to forty-three. It was in a similar position in Scotland, where the Conservatives secured twenty out of thirty county seats (a gain of two seats) but remained vastly outnumbered in the Scottish burghs, where they returned only two out of twenty-three seats (a gain of one); they were also in a minority in Ireland, returning forty-three out of 105 MPs (a gain of four seats). Perhaps as significantly, the level of split voting – where individual electors cast votes for candidates of different parties in constituencies which returned more than one MP – was the lowest of any general election fought under the terms of the 1832 Reform Act.


The 1841 contest was fought at the height of a financial crisis which had been in force since 1837, with a severe economic depression and high rates of unemployment. The Whig government of Viscount Melbourne, which had been in power since 1835, was also committed to a series of costly overseas campaigns, including wars in Afghanistan and China. In the midst of these troubles, the Anti-Corn Law League was formed in the winter of 1838 to campaign for the repeal of the Corn Laws. Led by energetic middle-class manufacturers such as Richard Cobden, and powerful, persuasive speakers such as John Bright, the league built a formidable organisational network over the course of the next few years. The Whigs attempted to counter this threat, and meet the immediate budget deficit, by taking up some of the recommendations of a parliamentary Select Committee on Import Duties, which had reported in 1840. In their Budget, unveiled on 30 April 1841, the Whigs proposed major changes in the import duties paid on three staple commodities. On sugar, they proposed to close the gap on duties paid between foreign-grown and colonialgrown sugar, from the existing rates of sixty-three shillings (on foreigngrown) and twenty-four shillings (on colonial-grown) to thirty-six shillings and twenty-four shillings, respectively. On timber, the differential on foreign imports was to be reduced by five shillings. Most alarming of all, insofar as Conservatives (and some Whig protectionists) were concerned, was the proposal to replace the existing sliding scale of duties on imports of foreign corn with a fixed duty of eight shillings.


The government’s Budget measures galvanised the Conservative opposition and provided them with the means with which to defeat the ministry in the House of Commons. In June 1840, the Conservatives had lost a motion of no confidence by a margin of 308–287 votes. However, by-election results had continued to run in favour of the Conservatives, with Peel claiming that the government had lost at least a dozen seats between 1837 and 1841. With united Conservative opposition to the government’s Budget measures, the party succeeded in defeating the proposed sugar duties by 317–281 votes on 18 May. Buoyed by this success, Peel introduced another motion of no confidence on 27 May 1841. This was put to a division on 4 June; as in March 1979, the Conservative Party won it by a single vote (312–311). Rather than resign, Melbourne’s government dissolved Parliament and went to the country. If they had survived the vote, the Whigs could have continued in office for up to another three years, as the Septennial Act of 1715 (mandating a general election every seven years) was still in force until 1911, and the last election had been in 1837.


As with most elections of this period, the 1841 contest was strongly centred in the constituencies, with the publication of election addresses by candidates circulated as handbills and in the local press, as well as election dinners, canvassing and the traditional ritual of the hustings itself. Because general elections continued to take place at different times in different places, rather than within the confines of a single day, and because voting was conducted in public, rather than by secret ballot, the state of parties was a matter of general knowledge until the final returns were declared.


The Corn Laws featured prominently in the contest, with many Conservatives pledging themselves individually to defend the legislation from the combined threat of Whig free traders and the Anti-Corn Law League. One study of published election addresses calculates that the Corn Laws were mentioned by 60 per cent of all candidates, whether Whig or Conservative. The second most frequently referenced topic in Whig election addresses, mentioned by 30 per cent of their candidates, was the duties on sugar and timber, while 40 per cent of Conservative candidates referenced the defence of the Church of England, in the face of continued campaigns for legislative change from Catholics in Ireland and Nonconformists in England. In his nomination speech at Tamworth, Peel expressed his opposition to the fixed duty on corn, noting that the Corn Laws were one way of relieving the special burdens (such as the poor rate, highway rate, church rate and tithe) which occupiers of land had to endure.


While the principal issue on the hustings had been determined by recent political events, the roots of Conservative electoral success went much deeper. They can be traced back to the dire political situation in which the Conservatives found themselves, following the general election of 1832 – the first to be fought after the ‘Great’ Reform Act had been passed. Reduced to a rump of some 150 MPs, the newly christened ‘Conservative’ Party had sought to rally itself in the face of an overwhelming Whig majority.


They did so, in part, as a result of the unintended consequences of the Reform Act. The necessity for electoral registration was one of the novelties of political life that the legislation introduced. There was no formal register of those entitled to vote before this time, but the idiosyncrasies and potential for corruption to which this gave rise meant that electoral registration (for a fee of one shilling) was thought to be a necessary prerequisite for qualification to the franchise after 1832. Pre-election registration offered opportunities for quantifying and sustaining political allegiances which had not existed before. The register was the subject of dispute at annual revising courts. It was in such courts, populated by a host of faithful Conservative-supporting solicitors, that the party proved its adeptness at electoral organisation. By successfully contesting the registration of Whig and radical electors, and overturning challenges to Conservative supporters, the party found an effective mechanism for maintaining constituency strength between elections, patiently laying the foundation for future electoral success. It was a process which took time and was not the only reason for the Conservatives’ ultimate success. However, by 1837, when a general election was held upon the accession of Queen Victoria, the gap between the Whigs and the Conservatives in the House of Commons had narrowed to around thirty seats, with the Conservatives returning 313 MPs. Such was the vigilance with which the Conservatives maintained and won the battle of electoral registration in the constituencies that, in 1841, the party secured 113 seats without a contest, more than double the number (fifty-five) they had returned in 1837. Not the least of the reasons behind Peel’s election victory in 1841 was the Conservative Party’s superior organisation in respect of electoral registration.


The battle for electoral registration was also a catalyst for the formation of Conservative associations, which became a notable feature of political life in constituencies across Britain during the 1830s. The associations tapped into habits of club-life and sociability which had been a hallmark of British politics since the eighteenth century. Some organisations were borne of local circumstances – notably, electoral defeat during the struggle for the Reform Act and the need to organise a counter-reaction – but were overlaid by wider battles. Conservative associations were given a new focus during Peel’s first, minority, government in 1834–35 but were subsequently nourished through a variety of contributory causes: the revival of the traditional cry of ‘the Church in Danger’; the defence of local government in light of the reform of municipal corporations by Whig legislation in 1835; opposition to the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, with its hated ‘workhouse test’ and principle of ‘less eligibility’ to poor relief; and support for the sort of Tory paternalism – including reducing the working hours of factory operatives – which were to influence many local electoral contests in 1837 and 1841.


A distinctive characteristic of Conservative extra-parliamentary organisation in this period was the development of operative Conservative associations, some of which were run alongside their parent associations. The tenor of their values may be inferred from the membership ticket of the Glasgow Conservative Operatives’ Association whose legend proclaimed: ‘Fear God and honour the king – and meddle not with them that are given to change.’ A particularly notable feature of the development of operative Conservative associations was their strength in the industrial north-west of England. The associations were designed to widen the social basis of Conservatism and their success may be judged by the healthy membership figures they achieved – reaching several hundred members in many Lancashire towns. Operative Conservative associations played more than a purely political role, in terms of co-ordinating and organising electoral activity. Educational facilities (lectures, discussion classes and outings), sick and burial clubs, fetes and social events for members demonstrate the extent to which the associations ministered to a wide range of needs, creating an alternative political culture from that offered by reformers. These methods of political incorporation set the Conservatives apart from their Whig opponents, who were correspondingly slower (and less successful) in following suit. At the 1841 election, Peel drew attention to Conservative success in the manufacturing districts of South Lancashire and the West Riding of Yorkshire, not least because of the strength of their operative Conservative associations.


Extra-parliamentary Conservative organisation found its complement in innovations at Westminster. The most famous of these was the formation of the Carlton Club on 17 March 1832 as a central co-ordinating headquarters and sociable environment for Conservative peers and MPs to meet and exchange political intelligence. The unnerving experience of opposition had induced a group of Tory MPs (the ‘Charles Street gang’) to meet at an address in Charles II Street, off St James’s Square, after the general election defeat of May 1831. Ten months later, after a meeting at the Thatched House Tavern on 10 March 1832, a committee was appointed to arrange the new club’s premises, which were provided by Lord Kensington at 2 Carlton House Terrace. By the end of March 1832, membership of the Carlton Club already stood above 500. In 1835, the club relocated to Pall Mall, in a building designed for the purpose by Sir Robert Smirke, Peel’s favourite architect. A further extension of the club took place in 1846, by which time membership was a prerequisite for aspiring Conservatives, who recognised it as the centre of the party’s election machinery.


Much of the day-to-day business of party management during this period was handled by F. R. Bonham, Lord Granville Somerset and Sir George Clerk, with each of whom Peel established close relations. They helped to make the party well-resourced with intelligence and funding and developed whipping-in arrangements for important divisions in the House of Commons. The Conservatives also nurtured their relations with the press. The Times could sell up to 40,000 copies daily at this time and supported efforts to educate electors about the virtues of Conservatism. Their frequent reports on the activities of local Conservative associations – their dinners, speeches, toasts, fetes and associated rituals – were crucial in communicating the widespread support attracting to the party during this period.


Peel’s personal contribution was significant to these developments and he freely drew upon the popularity of Conservative ideas and the strength of Conservative organisation in leading the party to electoral success. In 1846, as the party broke apart during the repeal of the Corn Laws, Benjamin Disraeli exclaimed: ‘What I cannot endure, is to hear a man come down and say: “I will rule without respect of party, though I rose by party, and I care not for your judgement, for I look to posterity.”’ It was a charge with more than a little truth within it. Peel’s heedlessness of the dictates of party leadership, and his tendency to appeal beyond MPs to his future vindication in history, had, by this time, become endemic characteristics. Conservatives might have recalled the warning which Peel had issued, five years before, on the verge of assuming office: ‘If I exercise power, it shall be upon my conception – perhaps imperfect, perhaps mistaken, but my sincere conception – of public duty.’


Peel always viewed the foundation of a strong Conservative Party as a necessary response to the Reform Act. However, the attitudes and conduct displayed by such a party required circumspection. In particular, Peel was concerned that the relationship between the House of Commons and public opinion had become dangerously unbalanced, after 1832, and its much-prized privileges (such as the right to decide election petitions) were in danger of being given up without due consideration. It was necessary for the House of Commons to restore its ‘moral authority’ and reassert its ability to lead, rather than follow, public opinion by reasserting such rights. However, to do so successfully, in the face of externally generated pressure, it was necessary to demonstrate mature leadership, by avoiding partisan disputes in the interests of good government. This was the origin of Peel’s tactic of ‘governing in opposition’ during the 1830s – working with the Whig governments of Earl Grey and Viscount Melbourne, as far as was practical, to curb the dangerous excesses of the government’s more radical supporters, on the one hand, and Peel’s Ultra-Tory followers, on the other.


The tension between Peel’s status as a party leader and the ‘ministerial ethic’ he had acquired through prolonged service in the governments of the 2nd Earl of Liverpool and the Duke of Wellington before 1830 has long been a cause of scholarly debate. It is not necessary to judge Peel’s actions of the 1830s against the knowledge of what was to come in 1846. There is sufficient evidence, through Peel’s widely reported speeches during his ‘Hundred Days’ ministry of 1834–35 and in his important set-piece statements in opposition – such as his addresses to the City of London (May 1835), his installation as Lord Rector of Glasgow University (January 1837) and his Merchant Taylors Hall speech (May 1838) – to demonstrate his commitment to the creation of a party representing the interests of stability, order and moderate reform.


Most of all, however, it was the legacy of Peel’s experience as the head of a minority government, during 1834–35, which set the tone for the subsequent success which the Conservative Party enjoyed. After William IV unexpectedly dismissed the Whigs from office, in November 1834, Peel was summoned from his holiday in Italy to become Prime Minister for the first time. He proceeded to issue what, in retrospect, looked like a remarkably ‘modern’ initiative – a pre-election letter to his constituents at Tamworth in Staffordshire. The Tamworth manifesto, as this statement quickly came to be known, has assumed canonical status as the founding document of the ‘New Conservatism’, widely proclaimed as the instigator of a new method of political communication between party leaders and the electorate they hope to win over to a published programme for government. In itself, the proclamation of statements by leading ministers – even First Ministers of the Crown – was nothing new. The urgency for doing so was created by the fact of Peel’s unexpected call to office and the stir created by the king’s dismissal of the Whig ministry. Though there is nothing to suggest that Peel was innately opposed to the initiative, it was one which was forced upon him by circumstances and reinforced by the prospect of widespread publication in the leading daily newspapers, notably The Times, the Morning Chronicle and the Morning Herald. The draft text was completed within a week of Peel’s return to London and issued forty-eight hours later. At Tamworth, where it arrived by stagecoach on 19 December 1834, it was read outside the town hall by Mr Stevens, who reported that it had ‘pleased all ranks. Everybody is talking of it. We consider a very high compliment that you should give us the public intimation of the measures of government.’


The manifesto contained Peel’s explicit declaration that the Conservatives would not attempt to refight the battle over the Reform Act. Rather, the government committed itself to the reform of ‘proven abuses’ and ‘real grievances’ in the institutions of church and state. Peel’s statements were thus phrased in terms of a manifesto for his administration rather than as a proclamation on behalf of his party. In one of the more telling phrases, Peel explicitly appealed to those ‘less interested in the contentions of party than in the maintenance of order and the cause of good government’.


In spite of doubling its number to some 290 MPs, at the general election of 1835, this policy of moderation was not sufficient to gain the Conservatives a parliamentary majority. Peel’s first ministry was out-gunned, politically, by a newly formed combination (the ‘Lichfield House Compact’, agreed in February 1835) of Whigs and Irish MPs. This proceeded to harry the government at every turn, ensuring that its ‘Hundred Days’ existence did not outlast the spring. Peel resigned on 8 April 1835 and was succeeded by the Whigs under Melbourne. However, the experience of minority government had a notable consequence, in that Peel’s hitherto questionable reputation, as the man who had passed Catholic emancipation into law in 1829 and appeared ambivalent over the party leadership, thereafter, emerged with the status of a latter-day William Pitt the Younger, ‘the Pilot that weathered the Storm’. With an enhanced personal reputation and a formidable party apparatus behind him, Peel had helped to establish the foundations for the Conservative Party’s subsequent election victory in 1841. When Parliament resumed in the autumn, the Whigs were defeated in the House of Commons by 360–269 votes (a majority of ninety-one). On 30 August 1841, Peel became Prime Minister for the second time, but this time as the head of a majority government.


Dr Richard A. Gaunt is associate professor in history at the University of Nottingham and the co-editor of both the journal Parliamentary History and the Royal Historical Society’s Camden Series. His Sir Robert Peel: Contemporary Perspectives (3 vols) was published in 2022.
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1847


DAVID WALSH




Dissolution: 23 July 1847


Polling day: 29 July–26 August 1847


Seats contested: 656


Total electorate / Total votes vast / Turnout: 1,106,514 (449,779 in contested seats) / 482,429 / 53.4 per cent


Candidates (total 879): Conservative – 422; Whig – 393; Irish Repeal – 51 Prime Minister on polling day: Lord John Russell


Main party leaders: Whig – Lord John Russell; Conservative – Lord Stanley; Irish Repeal – John O’Connell









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Whig


	259,311


	53.8


	292







	Conservative


	205,481


	42.6


	325







	Irish Repeal


	14,128


	43.6


	36








Result: Hung parliament, Liberal minority government due to Conservative division


Inasmuch as Lord John Russell was Prime Minister leading a weak minority government both before and after the general election of 1847, the election itself was not a landmark one. It was, as Russell’s first biographer Spencer Walpole noted, a government maintained in office not by its own strength but by division among its adversaries. And yet, the political fragmentation in the United Kingdom, starkly illustrated by the 1847 general election, would not lead to revolution as it did across Europe in 1848.


To understand 1847, it is necessary to look back to the events of the previous year. The then Prime Minister, Robert Peel, had what appeared, at least on paper, to be an unassailable position. His Conservative Party had been elected five years earlier with a majority of seventy-six, the Commons being divided between his 367 Tories on the government benches and the opposition benches occupied by 271 Whigs and twenty members of Daniel O’Connell’s Irish Repeal Party. In reality, however, Peel’s party was riven by disagreement over free trade. The repeal of the Corn Laws, a tariff on the import of corn, had divided the Conservatives. Peel favoured repeal. The protectionists, led by Benjamin Disraeli and Lord George Bentinck, were violently against it. Peel, with the support of Lord John Russell’s Whigs, had the votes to carry repeal but not to keep his party together. In the early hours of Friday 26 June 1846, while two weary parliamentary clerks announced to the Commons that repeal had passed through the House of Lords, Disraeli and Bentinck had corralled enough parliamentary support to defeat Peel on a bill designed to quell growing crime and disorder in Ireland. The Northampton Mercury noted that ‘there are some victories which are necessarily fatal to the conqueror’.


In an era when a lost vote could lead to the fall of a government, and with Peel’s great enterprise of repeal accomplished and with no hope of reuniting his party, Peel tendered his resignation to the queen. Victoria was left with few good options to replace him. Disraeli, she thought (at least at this stage), was ‘dreadful’ and Bentinck and his protectionist ilk she described as ‘abominable, short-sighted and unpatriotic’. That left ‘poor Lord John’, depicted by Punch as diminutive in stature but with a big head and an even bigger top hat, to take the premiership.


Russell belonged to the Whig aristocracy. A man who was neither liked nor disliked but had proved himself to be a competent politician. As one of a committee of four, he had drafted the bill which became the Great Reform Act of 1832. As Home Secretary, he achieved considerable reforms, including the Marriages Act of 1836, which introduced civil marriages to England and Wales and allowed Catholics and Protestant Dissenters to marry in their own churches. He steered seven Acts through Parliament that reduced the number of criminal offences carrying the death penalty and also secured the pardon of the Tolpuddle Martyrs.


As Prime Minister, however, Russell was considerably less successful. Queen Victoria thought him ‘torn in pieces by the number of people he (very unwisely) consults’. His nasal voice made for few occasions of oratorical brilliance in the Commons. Indeed, even his closest supporters seemed relieved when he managed to deliver a rare half-decent speech. In reality, though, it was not any personal failings on the part of Russell which caused the failure of his first administration but rather simple parliamentary arithmetic.


The exit of Peel from the Conservative Party with his free trade supporters, nominally around 110 MPs in the Commons, left a rump of about 260 protectionist Tories. Russell’s 270 or so MPs were, therefore, the largest party but were very far from holding a majority. Second-rate though Peel might have thought Russell’s administration to be, his main concern was to preserve free trade. As such, the Peelites chose to prop up the government rather than risk letting the protectionists back in.


With legislative success eluding him, Russell’s only tangible impact was to worsen the situation in Ireland. In the previous year, a devastating potato blight had struck Europe. Nowhere was the impact greater than in Ireland, where the poorest strata of society was particularly reliant on potatoes as a source of food. By 1847, the numbers that had died of malnutrition and starvation were likely already in the hundreds of thousands. Peel’s government had some success in mitigating the worst effects through the introduction of soup kitchens. This government intervention was stopped, however, by Russell’s incoming administration which, in the mistaken belief that the worst of the famine was over, closed the kitchens and directed the handling of famine relief to the already badly funded Poor Law unions. The consequence was an unexampled demographic shock as around a million died and a similar number fled abroad.


One might have expected the Irish Famine to feature heavily in the general election of 1847 but, even in the Irish constituencies, the famine was conspicuous in its absence from the hustings. In part, this can be explained by the lull in the famine during the summer of 1847. In July of that year, the newspapers carried stories reporting a good season for the potato crop. But that overlooked the fact that only small numbers had been planted and severe shortages would return later in the year. With the election taking place in late July/ early August 1847, however, the usual themes of Irish politics, rather than the famine, were at the fore of voters’ minds. Conservatives in Ireland were just as split over free trade as their colleagues in England. The Repealers, those who favoured repeal of the Union between the United Kingdom and Ireland, were in a considerable state of flux and division, with a breakaway group called the Confederates rejecting O’Connell’s insistence on non-violence.


On the eve of the 1847 general election, therefore, the political situation was fractious. Whigs against Tories, free traders against protectionists, Unionists against Repealers and Repealers against Confederates. In County Clare, the protectionist candidate resorted to personally handing out food rations to bribe his electorate. After his victory, when these rations stopped, the police had to be called out to prevent rioting. In Drogheda, the police were too late, with the local press reporting that ‘there is scarcely a whole pane of glass in the windows fronting the streets’. In England, too, contests were marked by violence. In Marlow, it was reported that ‘a set of blood-thirsty ruffians’ had been ‘assaulting any respectable person who was not favourable to the [protectionist] cause’. In other constituencies, a desire to avoid violence led to uncontested elections. As The Times noted of Berkshire, ‘a compact at present exists amongst the influential portion of the constituency to retain the recent sitting member, professedly with a view of not disturbing the peace of the county’.


There was no hope of a strong government emerging from such an election (not least because so few seats – around 44 per cent – were contested), and so it proved. The Times, the Morning Herald and the Morning Post all gave slightly different results, reflecting the difficulty of assigning a particular MP to a particular party in an age before the professionalisation of politics. Broadly speaking, however, Russell’s Whigs gained around twenty-one seats, rising to 292 seats, but still fell short of a majority. The position of the Peelites improved, perhaps rising by about six seats up to 116. The Irish Repealers returned thirty-four seats (and the Confederates two) and, interestingly, the Chartists succeeded with their one (and only) election victory at Nottingham. It was the protectionist Tories who lost out, dropping to around 209 seats. One protectionist MP, perhaps frustrated with the lack of support across the country, berated his Essex North constituents: ‘we have endeavoured,’ he said, ‘with no slight difficulty to ourselves, to penetrate some of your thick heads, lest you return home as ignorant as you came!’


Without a majority, Russell’s government limped on much as it had done before the election. It seems scarcely credible then that Britain, under such ostensibly weak leadership, would almost completely avoid the turmoil that struck Europe in 1848. Britain, like most of Europe in that year, had a large proportion of its population under very high levels of social and economic stress. But where short-term shortages of food pushed millions on the Continent into a genuine state of emergency which brought them out on the streets, Britain, which faced the same shortages (particularly in Ireland), was calm. The political fragmentation in Britain offers at least a partial explanation for this. On the one hand, the victory of free trade over protectionism, even while it split the Tories, at least promised cheaper, more-certain food supplies for the masses. On the other hand, opposition to the government was too divided to generate anything like the revolutionary forces that emerged first in Italy and later across much of Europe. In Ireland, where the famine could have created fertile ground for revolution, the split between the Repealers and the Confederates meant that nascent Irish nationalism did not evolve into full-blown revolution.


Russell’s government may have been politically weak, but in terms of its powers of law and order, few European countries could compare. Britain had the advantage of being able to deport its most troublesome citizens to the colonies. It was also the most policed state in Europe by a considerable margin. As a result, when the new Chartist MP for Nottingham organised a Chartist rally at Kennington in April 1848, attended by around 150,000 Chartists, the government could call upon 80,000 special constables (all volunteers – including Gladstone and the future Emperor of France, Napoleon III). This, probably more than anything else, explains why the minority government elected in 1847 and the country as a whole passed through 1848 unscathed.


David Walsh is a historian and solicitor working in the Lloyd’s market in London. He has contributed to history books including Kings and Queens and Prime Minister Priti … and other things that never happened.
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1852


NIGEL FLETCHER




Dissolution: 1 July 1852


Polling day: 7–31 July 1852


Seats contested: 654


Total electorate / Total votes cast / Turnout: 1,184,689 (652,821 in contested seats) / 743,904 / 57.9 per cent


Candidates (total 953): Conservative – 461; Whig – 488


Prime Minister on polling day: Earl of Derby


Main party leaders: Conservative – Earl of Derby; Whig – Lord John Russell









	Party performance:







	Party


	Votes


	Percentage share


	Seats







	Conservative (including Peelite Conservative)


	311,481


	41.9


	330







	Whig


	430,882


	57.9


	324








Result: Notional Conservative majority of seven seats, but the Peelites held the balance of power


Ahead of the 1852 general election, a well-informed political commentator put pen to paper to sketch out their analysis of the prospects for British politics:




One thing is pretty certain – that out of the present state of confusion and discordance, a sound state of parties will be obtained, and two parties, as of old, will again exist, without which it is impossible to have a strong Government. How these parties will be formed it is impossible to say at present.





This insightful forecast came not from a newspaper pundit or a politician but from a rather more elevated vantage point. Its author was Queen Victoria, surveying the political scene in a letter to her uncle, the King of the Belgians, in March 1852.


Certainly it was true that there had been much ‘confusion’ in the politics of her kingdom in the preceding years. The Conservative split over the Corn Laws had driven Sir Robert Peel from office in 1846 and ushered in a Whig government under Lord John Russell. The general election of the following year had resulted in a diverse spread of party factions, with the Conservatives divided between the protectionist grouping under Lord Stanley (soon the 14th Earl of Derby) and around 100 Peelite free trade Conservatives. Against this backdrop, Russell’s minority government was able to continue in office for the next five years.


In December 1851, the dismissal of the Foreign Secretary, Viscount Palmerston, weakened Russell’s administration, which was then defeated in the Commons in February and resigned. The Earl of Derby was called upon to form a minority Conservative government, in which Benjamin Disraeli was made Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House of Commons.


This government has become known to history as the ‘Who? Who?’ ministry, after the infamous response given by the elderly Duke of Wellington when Derby read him a list of the inexperienced figures who had accepted office. It was a striking demonstration of the weakness of the new Cabinet, in which more established figures had declined to serve. Even the new Chancellor’s rise to high office was more a matter of necessity than a recognition of his inherent talents.


Having been a leading figure in the protectionist cause, Disraeli had now concluded that six years after the repeal of the Corn Laws, any return to such tariffs was unlikely to occur. The popular mood in the country, particularly in the industrial towns and cities, was now firmly in favour of free trade. With a characteristic sense of pragmatic populism, he set about trying to move the Conservatives to accept the new settlement, despite resistance from Derby himself.


This was also a matter of parliamentary arithmetic. The Peelites held the balance of power and had undertaken to support the new government only on condition that a general election was held in the summer and that, if returned to office, it brought forward its next Budget before the end of the year. Disraeli had thus delivered a placeholder Budget in April in which he made no changes to tax policies and spent a portion of his speech extolling the virtues of the previous year’s free trade Budget.


As Prime Minister, Derby was concerned by the rhetoric being employed by his colleague in the Lower House. This was particularly so given his own commitment in his first speech after taking office to press for the restoration of some form of duty on corn. He wrote a letter to Disraeli protesting at the tone of the Budget speech and recording his ‘great anxiety’ that by moving away from protectionism so markedly, they risked losing the support of their colleagues.


Given its minority status, the government was essentially a caretaker administration, and it spent the few months ahead of the promised election passing pieces of legislation that had been inherited from its predecessor and were relatively uncontentious. Despite this, Lord John Russell as Leader of the Opposition sought to cause difficulties by attacking them over the Militia Bill, the very legislation on which his own government had fallen. This approach was seen by many in his party as unnecessarily combative, and to his frustration, his MPs failed to back him in the division lobbies. Disquiet among the Whigs about his leadership increased.


The general election was set for July, with Parliament dissolved at the start of the month. In anticipation of this, The Times published a lyrical paean of praise for the whole British electoral system. While other countries, it said, satisfied their national instinct for freedom by electing a President or dictator, or ‘by an occasional revolution’, in Britain, by contrast:




We have several hundred little revolutions instead of one, and many of those revolutions counteract one another; so that the aggregate is not much of a revolution at all. In this way do we glide from one Parliament to another by no very violent transition; and the nation grants a renewal of the lease to what is substantially the old firm of lawgivers. Hence it is that a general election, though a great national act, is not a great national change, and is often no change at all.





This evocation of stability was not without a political point. The column then moved on to predict that the forthcoming election would result in a new mandate for the established policy of free trade. No one worth listening to would ever propose reversing the policy of the past seven years, it stated. As the matter was therefore settled, it appealed to the politicians to ‘let bygones be bygones’ and move on from the issue. The election provided the opportunity for the ‘old feud’ to be buried, while also ‘releasing from their oaths the adherents of an obsolete cause’.


The authors of this appeal would have been somewhat encouraged by Disraeli’s election address, published earlier that month as an appeal to his electors in Buckinghamshire. In this, he spent a good few paragraphs reiterating the damage that he believed had been done to the agricultural interest by the repeal of the Corn Laws, but he conceded that the time had passed when those measures could simply be reversed. ‘The spirit of the age tends to free intercourse,’ he wrote, ‘and no statesman can disregard with impunity the genius of the epoch in which he lives.’


Having apparently ditched a return to protectionism, the most he was prepared to offer to the landed interest was the intention of ministers to propose unspecified measures to ‘diminish, certainly not to increase, the cost of production’. The rest of the manifesto rattled through some other issues, before dealing with another controversy of the age which would play a role in the election – the treatment of the Roman Catholic Church in England.


As Disraeli put it, the government had been ‘anxious to subdue the heat of religious controversy’, by dealing impartially with all people, Protestant or Catholic. However, he warned that ministers could not ‘sanction an opinion now in vogue, that since the [Catholic Emancipation] Act of 1829 the constitution of this country has ceased to be Protestant’. The British constitution was that of a Protestant monarchy, he stated, and it was the belief of the Conservatives that the people wanted to maintain that ‘not only in form, but in spirit’.


This was a reference to a potent political issue that had been simmering since September 1850, when Pope Pius IX issued a papal decree unilaterally reintroducing Catholic bishops to England and Wales for the first time since the Reformation. This sparked an outbreak of anti-Catholic feeling in the country, to which politicians had responded. For the Whigs, Lord John Russell condemned the move and stated that ‘no foreign prince or potentate will be permitted to fasten his fetters upon a nation which has so long and so nobly vindicated its right to freedom of opinion’. The following year, with Tory support, he had passed the Ecclesiastical Titles Act, making the adoption of territorial titles by anyone outside the Church of England a criminal offence. This won him support in England but rather predictably caused him difficulties with his Irish MPs.


Not to be outflanked, the Conservatives had also sought to capitalise on anti-Catholic sentiment, as Disraeli’s election address had suggested. Other Conservative candidates went further, with some stating their opposition to any measures for the tolerance of Catholics. Then, on 15 June, just weeks before voting began in the election, the government issued a proclamation forbidding Catholics from marching in processions in the streets with the symbols of their religion. This provocative populist move would result in a violent start to the election.


On 27 June, Roman Catholics in Stockport took part in their traditional annual procession through the streets of the town. In deference to the proclamation, they carried no banners or religious emblems and even the priests wore ordinary clothes. The event passed off without incident and the evening was also peaceful. This did not last. The next day the local Protestant Association paraded an effigy of a priest through the streets and that night a fight broke out in a pub between Irish and English labourers.


The next evening the violence escalated, with large crowds gathering armed with sticks and stones. The homes of Irish residents were ransacked and their furniture smashed in the streets. A young Irish labourer was struck on the head and died of his injuries. As full-scale rioting took hold, local Irishmen retaliated by attacking a Protestant church, prompting the English mob to smash up and desecrate the Catholic church. The ugly scenes led to over a hundred arrests and prompted questions in the House of Commons to the Home Secretary, Spencer Walpole. Those were not the only questions he received. Queen Victoria also wrote to him asking for more information, saying she was ‘much distressed at the account she has read in the papers of the dreadful riot at Stockport, alas! Caused by that most baneful of all Party feelings, religious hatred.’


The link between the violence and the election was made explicit in the days afterwards, with anonymous posters appearing addressed ‘to the Protestant electors of the Borough of Stockport’ expressing approval of the attacks against Catholics and urging voters to reject candidates who had voted against anti-Catholic legislation in Parliament. The Manchester Guardian pointed the finger of blame for the Stockport disturbances directly at the government, stating in an editorial comment: ‘The riot appears the direct offspring of Lord Derby’s proclamation against Roman catholic processions and costumes … Had not the tory government, by a popularity-hunting attack upon Roman catholic ceremonials, cast about to stimulate the sectarian passions of the electors, we should have been free from the shame and danger.’


But anti-Catholic prejudice was not the only ‘popularity-hunting attack’ being exploited for electoral purposes. As the election proceeded, the Conservatives’ ambiguous stance on protectionism allowed their opponents to stoke fears that they would in fact seek to reintroduce the Corn Laws. In his speech accepting nomination in his constituency of Tiverton, Lord Palmerston declared that protection involved taxing the food of the many for the benefit of the few. The election, he said, would determine the issue of ‘protection or no protection’ once and for all. Conservative candidates, meanwhile, differed markedly in their attitude to the issue on the hustings, with the accusation being made that Tories were protectionist in the shires, free traders in the big boroughs and somewhere in between in the smaller boroughs.


Another issue that floated around the margins of the campaign was the prospect of further political reform. With the Great Reform Act twenty years earlier, the franchise had been widened and the worst ‘rotten boroughs’ abolished. But the system was by no means free of abuse and corruption. The electorate remained comparatively small and there was no secret ballot, with electors instead required to record their votes publicly. Under these conditions, undue influence could continue to be exerted.


In 1851, an inquiry was launched after reports of systematic bribery in a parliamentary by-election in St Albans. The borough constituency had around 7,000 residents at the time, of whom fewer than 500 were entitled to vote. The successful candidate, Jacob Bell, was found to have spent £2,500 on his campaign (over £250,000 in today’s prices), much of it used to buy votes. The inquiry found that over 300 voters had taken bribes at an average rate of £5 per vote (worth over £500 today). The system was so routine and well known that locals jokingly referred to the bribes as ‘Bell-metal’.


As a result of this scandal, St Albans was disenfranchised by Act of Parliament, losing its right to return an MP until 1885. But it was certainly not the only place in which such practices occurred. During the 1852 general election, police acting on a tip-off apprehended a man in a backroom of the County Tavern in Derby who was found to have bags of gold and bank notes about his person. On the table in front of him was a list of electors with sums of money written alongside them. Police also found a note giving him instructions on where to go and how to advertise his presence. This smoking gun was signed ‘W. B.’ and was soon recognised to be in the handwriting of none other than the government Chief Whip and Secretary at War, the Rt Hon. William Beresford MP.
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