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FOREWORD





As in the first volume of this new edition of the life of Sir Robert Peel, I have amended a few misprints and stylistic defects and added a bibliographical note on subsequent publications. I have also taken the opportunity in Part II of this Foreword to give a brief sketch of the later Peel family in order to round off the account in the text which halts in 1850.


A feature of the new bibliographical material is the number of books and articles on the Conservative Party in the first twenty years of its existence. This is clearly useful for the biography of a politician of whom it could be said (with a certain amount of compression) that his career after 1832 consisted of leading the party in opposition, splitting it when in office, and repudiating it thereafter. As a historian, however, one may regret that the same amount of attention has not been given to the rival party. The process of bringing together Whigs, Liberals and radicals in one coherent organisation is just as important a field for investigation as the parallel movement among Conservatives. Indeed, a comparison of the two might well illuminate both. In this pioneer phase of party evolution the problems were similar. The position of the leader, responsibility for policy, tactics in opposition, maintenance of discipline, the permissible latitudes of dissent, the role of public opinion in a limited electoral system—all these were important matters for which there were few accepted rules. The whole question of party as distinct from parliamentary authority was still viewed with a certain objectivity. As late as 1851 G. C. Lewis wrote that ‘my attachment to party is the result more of reason than of feeling. I believe it to be the only means of government in our political system and it is impossible for a party to continue if everybody insists on his own opinion to its full extent.’1 That one intelligent politician writing to another should feel it necessary to enunciate such a basic principle argues a certain slowness in the acceptance of party as an object of supreme political loyalty. 


In the controversies which attended the emergence of the party system one central issue was the question of ‘ministerial responsibility’. The concept was old enough; it was the circumstances under which it operated which had changed. To whom were ministers responsible? To the monarch whose servants they professed to be? To parliament on which their practical ability to govern depended? To the party which sustained them in office? To the country which they governed? Or, embodying but transcending all these claims, to a personal concept of public duty? After his defeat on the sugar duties in June 1844 Peel said in cabinet that his personal honour would not permit him to accept the victorious resolution or, alternatively, to take refuge in a mere renewal of the old duties for another year. Both he and Sir James Graham talked of the incapacity of disgraced men to serve their party or their country. This was not an argument taken up just for the occasion. Graham wrote privately to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland that after the opposition of some of their own party to the measures of the ministry, he was ‘at a loss to discover how, with honor or advantage to the country, we can be made responsible for the administration of affairs’.2 Much the same attitude had been displayed by Peel, Graham and Stanley over the ministerial defeat on the factory bill a few months earlier. Their young colleague Gladstone was moved to reflect that ministers were clearly not men of expediency, as often portrayed, but on the contrary ‘they act upon a strong, rigid, and jealous sense of honour, and they are perpetually dwelling on principle as apart from expediency’.3 Similar language was used by the future Lord Salisbury over twenty years later. ‘It has been well understood’, he wrote in 1867, that a parliamentary leader would not endure to be overruled on any important point of policy; and that he could not concede this claim without a loss of personal honour.’4 If the use of the word ‘honour’ was old-fashioned at the time of the second Reform Act, it was certainly not so a generation earlier.


The obverse of this notion of ministerial honour was an unflattering (and in Peel’s case an occasionally contemptuous) opinion of the parliamentary parties as either reliable channels of public feeling or as depositories of higher statesmanship. For Peel there was a world of difference between government through party and government by party. It would, he wrote in 1846, be an ‘odious servitude’ if a prime minister, in addition to leading his cabinet, directing his administration, securing harmony between the sovereign, the Lords and the Commons, had also to act as the tool of a party: ‘that is to say, to adopt the opinions of men who have not access to your knowledge, and could not profit by it if they had’. The weakness of party, he thought, was that the tail always wanted to control the head. ‘As heads see, and tails are blind, I think heads are the best judges as to the course to be taken.’ It is true that these, and even more scathing words about Conservative M.P.s who spent their time in ‘eating and drinking, and hunting, shooting, gambling, horse-racing and so forth’, were written after his fall from office.5 But there is more than enough evidence to suggest that his language after 1846 was no more than the candid utterance of long-held feelings. In office he accepted the need for compromises between his views and the opinions of the rank and file of the party. On the general direction of his policy, however, he was not prepared to compromise; and once he was in office, the underlying divergences between himself and many of his parliamentary followers were soon exposed. As Charles Greville wrote, in what is still the best short essay on Peel’s career, when he came to power in 1841: ‘there was no real community of sentiment between him and his party, except in respect to certain great principles, which had ceased to be in jeopardy, and which therefore required no united efforts to defend them’. Between Peel and a large number of the Conservative members, he concluded, ‘there was an unexpressed but complete difference in their understanding and his of the obligations by which the Government and the party were mutually connected’.6


Any consideration of the disruption of the Conservative Party in 1846 ought therefore to begin with the years before 1841. It has been argued indeed that Peel’s attempt to inspire and lead a Conservative opposition party between 1832 and 1841 was a failure in the sense that he was unable to animate his party with the Tamworth Manifesto principles which informed his own actions and unable to secure sufficient support from other classes in the electorate to change the nature of his party. Failure is a relative term. Most political leaders would gladly compound for a ‘failure’ which gave them a majority of eighty in the Commons and made possible five years of epoch-making legislation. Over the truth of the underlying proposition, however, there can be no dispute; though it is scarcely a novel discovery. Nobody has ever contended that Peel moulded an entire party in his own image. It would be difficult, in fact, to name any outstanding party leader who has. That large political parties are coalitions, in a state of uneasy equilibrium, is one of the commonplaces of political observation. As far as the Conservatives of 1841 are concerned, a tentative assessment which I put forward over twenty years ago was that the Peelite section numbered only between a third and a quarter of the parliamentary party. Nor has it commonly been contended that Peel alone was responsible for the strength of the party in the 1841 general election. The real issue is whether Peel’s leadership produced the margin of victory. Party politicians today measure success in terms of 5 per cent or 10 per cent swings in electoral support. Did Peel’s presence make the difference between victory and defeat? It cannot be proved; though many contemporaries believed so in 1841. The fact remains, however, that for all its natural strength in the rural constituencies, this was the only occasion on which the party obtained a parliamentary majority in the whole period between the first and second reform acts; and that, despite the weaknesses and divisions among their opponents after 1847.


II


After 1846 there was frequent speculation that Peel might lead a new Peelite party or that the Conservative Party would reunite. Peel made it clear that he had no intention of pursuing either object. The only realistic possibility was that he might be persuaded to return to office as head of a coalition government. Given the bitterness of the 1846 disruption, that coalition could only be composed of Peelites and Liberals. Such an administration actually came about two and a half years after his death. It cannot, however, be taken for granted that a junction with the formidable Peel instead of the amiable Aberdeen would have been equally attractive to the Whigs. Certainly it would not have been so to Lord John Russell who entered the ministry in 1852 with the firm expectation that Aberdeen would be little more than a caretaker premier. It would have been difficult even for Lord John to believe that Peel would allow himself to be cast for such a limited role. We cannot even be sure that Peel would have agreed to become prime minister again even if invited. It would not have been an easy choice. On the one side there would have been his sense of duty, his attachment to Victoria and Albert, and a wish to safeguard his own policies. On the other, a distaste for party acrimony, disillusionment with politics, and doubts about his own health. The last was not so much a matter of age—he was only sixty-two when he died—as of stamina. Like Pitt and Liverpool, unlike Melbourne and Palmerston, he over-worked himself when in office. The five years from 1841 to 1846 had undoubtedly taken a great deal out of him. To assume the burden of government once more, he wrote to his old friend Hardinge in 1846, ‘requires more youth, more ambition, more love of official power and official occupation, than I can pretend to’.7 That was not conclusive. Six or seven years of comparative leisure might have produced a change of heart; but it was an attitude which would have had to be overcome.


There were other considerations. Lady Peel’s wishes were strongly against a return to office and he had more than one reason to consider her feelings. In the fifth decade of her life (a difficult period for many women) her emotional nervousness had visibly increased. Any personal strain—the assassination of her husband’s private secretary in 1843 (probably in mistake for the prime minister himself), her youngest daughter’s serious illness in 1844, her eldest daughter’s illness in 1845, the bitter abuse of her husband during the corn law crisis in 1846—made her ill with agitation.8 There was gossip in fact that her temperamental sensitivity amounted almost to mental instability. Baron Rothschild, talking about her to John Bright in 1853, told him that ‘during her husband’s lifetime she was often excited almost to insanity, and that her husband only could quiet her. His looking into the room where she was had the immediate effect of subduing the disturbance of mind under which she at times laboured’.9 Stories like this usually lose little in the telling and as evidence it is too slender to carry much weight. Greville, who became a great friend of Lady Peel after 1850, found her ‘very pleasing’ but thought her a little peculiar and unpredictable in her emotional reactions.10 Certainly she had been very dependent on her husband, even in little things. Her dressmaker told Lady Shelley that he always accompanied her when she was choosing a dress and ‘entered into all the details, the ornaments she was to wear, etc.’.11 Peel’s fatal accident in 1850 was a shock from which she took a long time to recover. Over the next two years, most of which she spent travelling abroad, she was still pouring out her grief and desolation in highly-strung language to intimate friends like Graham and Goulburn. She had never been used to containing her feelings and it was an age which did not find the expression of fervid emotions unnatural especially in a bereaved widow. But there is nothing in those letters which suggest that her mind was unbalanced. They are remarkably similar to those in which Victoria relieved her feelings after the death of Albert in 1861, and nobody has suggested that Victoria was mentally unstable.


For all that it seems probable that Julia Floyd had introduced a new quirkish strain into the next generation of Peels. The tragedy was that it appeared in her eldest boy, the heir to the title and estate. Her own favourite among her sons was the serious, dependable Frederick just as Peel’s had been his active, sailor-son William who served with the Naval Brigade in the Crimea, fought with the Guards at Inkerman, carried the first ladder at the storming of the Redan, and won the V.C. Robert, on the other hand, was a continual source of anxiety to his parents and after his father’s death an unpleasant rift opened up between him and his mother. There was a dispute over the disposal of property (Julia had been left the town-house in Whitehall Gardens for her lifetime); she felt neglected and slighted; and in October 1851 she was writing to Goulburn that ‘most of my sorrow lies at his door’.12 For his part the new Sir Robert nourished a cordial dislike of his mother which he was at no pains to conceal. Lady Peel died at her house in London in 1859, her last years further clouded by the death of her son William during the Indian Mutiny. He was wounded at the relief of Lucknow and died of small-pox while convalescing at Cawnpore in 1858.


It was a peculiar irony, therefore, that more than one observer traced the eccentricities of the 3rd baronet to his mother’s heredity. ‘Alike in his character and in his aspect’, wrote G. W. E. Russell, the Victorian politician and author, who knew the family well, ‘the Creole blood which he had inherited from his maternal descent triumphed over the robust and serviceable commonplace which was the characteristic quality of the Peels.’13 The term Creole (usually confined to persons born or naturalised in the West Indies, with no implication of mixed race) is a reference to Julia’s mother who was the daughter of a Madras merchant. Robert was undoubtedly a genetic oddity in the Peel family. Short, slight, dapper and moustachioed, he was an amusing, debonair, faun-like figure in mid-Victorian society. Yet with all the advantages of birth, wealth and influence behind him, he lacked powers of application and had no judgement. As a politician his chief assets were a melodious voice and a witty, sometimes rabelaisian, tongue. Appointed junior lord of the Admiralty by Palmerston in 1855, he was sent to Russia the following year as a member of Granville’s diplomatic mission. On his return he scandalised the Court and parliamentary world by giving a disrespectful account of his experiences, to a public audience in Birmingham, which according to his late chief Lord Granville, was ‘a marvellous specimen of everything that ought not to have been said’.14 As Chief Secretary in Ireland in 1861 his racy style at first gained him popularity in that unconventional country but his indiscreet political utterances eventually earned him a challenge to a duel from a hot-tempered Irishman and a recall by Russell in 1865. Having previously supported the Liberals he moved over to the side of Disraeli’s ministry in the 1880s in disapproval of Gladstone’s foreign policies—only to become a Home Ruler in 1886 and shock the Victorian public once more with a profane attack on the ladies of the Primrose League.


In his personal affairs he was equally reckless. Of the three classic methods of getting rid of a fortune, he chose the most certain—horse-racing. He set up a training establishment at Bonehill on the Drayton estate and from about 1856 raced under the not very original alias of Robinson. The slow but remorseless draining of his finances which followed caused him in 1871 to sell off his father’s great collection of pictures to the National Gallery for £75,000. Even this was not enough and in 1884 came the first big sale of the Peel estate—shops, offices and houses in Tamworth, covering a large part of the centre of the town, together with pastures, orchards, and more houses on the outskirts of the borough, bringing in a total rental of £3,000 per annum. In 1893 the rest of the settled estate was sold, comprising nearly 10,000 acres with a rental of £20,000. 


The 3rd baronet died in 1895. He had married in 1856 Lady Emily Hay, daughter of the 8th Marquess of Tweeddale, a socially distinguished alliance though (according to one old friend of the family) it contributed a further streak of irresponsibility to the senior line of Peels. Their son and heir, born in 1867, was another Robert and like his father a lively, engaging man. He also followed his father’s downward financial course. He went bankrupt in 1893 and when he succeeded as baronet promptly and illegally sold Lawrence’s famous portrait of his grandmother to a dealer in Paris from where it eventually found its way to its present resting-place in the Frick Museum in New York. This action brought down on him a court injunction, obtained at the instance of his uncle Viscount Peel, which was followed by Chancery proceedings in 1899–1900 to restrain him from selling off any more of the family heirlooms.


The rest of the story can soon be told. The 4th Sir Robert married in 1897 Baroness Mercedes von Graffenried, his residence in 1908 being described as unfixed, though his mother was by that time living in Geneva. The 5th baronet, offspring of this exotic union, married Beatrice Lillie, the actress. Their son, the 6th baronet, died on active service in HMS Hermes in April 1942. The baronetcy then passed to his cousin, the 2nd Earl Peel, and thus fell into abeyance. The spectacular decline of the elder branch did not affect the rest of the family. Of the prime minister’s other sons all had respectable careers, William’s was brief but brilliant, and that of Arthur the youngest was long and distinguished. A tall, commanding figure (also, like many Peels, a shy man) he was one of the more authoritative Speakers of the House of Commons during the stormy Home Rule period of Gladstone’s final administrations. When on retirement he was offered a viscountcy, he consulted his brother, the 3rd baronet. Sir Robert Peel reminded him that their father had left an injunction at his death that none of his children should accept a title for his public services and said that he himself had refused an earldom from Gladstone. The Speaker, sensibly dissenting from this perverse view of their father’s intentions, took the viscountcy—to the indignation of his elder brother who never spoke to him again. Viscount Peel’s son William, Unionist politician, junior minister, and twice Secretary of State for India in the 1920s, obtained in 1929 the earldom which his uncle had allegedly rejected half a century before. The coolness between the two branches of the Peels seems to have carried over into the next generation. There is a tradition that his wife, Eleanor Williamson, was intended by her father, the wealthy textile and linoleum manufacturer Lord Ashton, for the 4th baronet but she jilted that rather wild young man in favour of his more dependable cousin, grandfather of the present Earl Peel.15


In 1818 the first Sir Robert spoke of Tamworth as the place ‘where ourselves and offspring may be expected to reside for a century to come’. In the event the direct family connection with the borough lasted only another sixty years. After 1878 the great house at Drayton, built by the prime minister in the 1830s, remained unoccupied. The house and grounds were finally sold to Tamworth Corporation in 1926. Most of the buildings were taken down and the park turned into a pleasure-ground. In little over a century, since the first Sir Robert had set himself up as a Staffordshire landowner in 1790, the Peels of Tamworth had come and gone. The prime minister’s other architectural legacy, his house in Whitehall Gardens, survived only a few years longer. Reverting to the Crown when the lease ran out in the 1920s, it was used for a time as government offices. After the last war it was pulled down to make way for the great concrete blocks which constitute the modern Whitehall. The visitor to Drayton today who may be tempted to moralise on the vicissitudes of family fortunes, can reflect on the curious circumstance that the three great houses built by the Peels at the height of their power and prosperity (Drayton Old Hall, Drayton Manor, and Whitehall Gardens) have all disappeared. Only Peel Fold, the primitive little Jacobean farmhouse at Oswaldtwistle in Lancashire, which was their first recorded family home, still stands.
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PRELUDE





For Robert Peel the year 1830 in which he reached his forty-second birthday was like a second coming of age; it brought him, both privately and politically, his final independence. In May had come the death of his father, the first baronet. His passing brought Peel the title, the ownership of Drayton Manor and a large estate, a fortune in invested wealth, the patronage of the borough of Tamworth, and the freedom to use this wealth and influence as he wished. After more than twenty years of paternal assistance, the purchased support of pocket boroughs or the unbought but more demanding suffrages of his late constituents of Oxford University, he was now head of his family, squire of Drayton, a leading Staffordshire landowner, a rich man in his own right and secure in the possession of a parliamentary seat almost within sight of his park gates. A few months later he reached the great divide of his political career. When Peel retired from the Home Office on the resignation of Wellington’s ministry in November 1830, he came to the end of a long homogeneous phase in his public life. From that point the pattern underwent an abrupt transformation. Never again was he merely a departmental minister; never again did he serve under another man; never again did he hold any office as long as he had held the Irish secretaryship or the seals of the Home Department. All but five of his previous twenty-one years in politics had been in harness; of the remaining twenty all but five were out of office. Before 1830 Peel had never been in opposition to the government of the day; after 1830 he rallied and led to victory the first modern opposition party in British parliamentary history. The energy which he had been able in his early career to devote almost continuously to tasks of government, in his later years was dammed back for over a decade until the eruption of legislation in his last great ministry.


Something of this fundamental shift in his political position could already be discerned at the end of 1830. In the previous few years Peel had reached that stage in a man’s life when the ranks of the preceding generation suddenly give way and his own moves inexorably to the front. The eighteen-twenties had seen the almost total disappearance from the political stage of the great names which dominated the scene during Peel’s parliamentary apprenticeship. Castlereagh had gone early and by his own hand in 1822. Then in 1827 came Liverpool’s stroke followed by nearly two years of physical imbecility before the final release in December 1828. Canning, just when he had achieved the premiership, collapsed and died an agonising death in August 1827. All three had gone while still in their fifties, younger by several years than Grey was when he first became prime minister in November 1830. Of Peel’s other cabinet colleagues of the Liverpool period, Sidmouth and Eldon lingered on as old men into the next decade but never held office again. For Bathurst and Melville resignation in 1830 was the closing event in political careers which had started under the younger Pitt. Vansittart held his last post under Canning and Goderich in 1827, though he survived into the middle of the century, an aged and forgotten figure. Among his more recent colleagues under Wellington, Dudley’s eccentricities were about to degenerate into madness and death; Huskisson had been killed by one of Stephenson’s new locomotives at the opening of the Manchester-Liverpool railway; Palmerston, Grant, Melbourne and Goderich had transferred their allegiance to Grey. Not only had Peel reached the top, but all other possible House of Commons rivals on his side of politics seemed to have disappeared.


Yet what coloured Peel’s outlook at this stage in his career was less the distant prospect than the immediate background: the disillusionment left by the closing months of Wellington’s administration, the personal coolness between himself and his former chief, and an exaggerated sense of his own unpopularity and lack of political support. The summit of power he had achieved under Wellington, as second-in-command and leader of the House of Commons, had proved a bleak and wind-swept eminence. That Peel in the end had been glad to quit it was a measure of his impotence. The real charge against the duke’s ministry, despite its integrity, its reforms, and its economies, was its parliamentary weakness. Peel had recognised this and parted with office without regret, ready to support Lord Grey if that veteran Whig aristocrat could provide a more stable government. Unable to control events, he reacted by discarding responsibility for them. It was an attitude which his followers found hard to understand and it further weakened the already divided opposition. Peel was a man who throve on power, responsibility and action. The sudden deprivation of all three brought him in the years 1831–32 to the lowest point of his political life.


Yet the man had not altered; and in the winter of 1830–31, at this dead-point in his career, Peel faced the future with the training and temperament of the past. Though he could not change the vulnerable temperament and quick pride which was already his when he entered politics in 1809, he now had the great deposit of administrative experience laid down by nearly two decades in office. To a sympathetic observer at the end of 1830 two separate elements might have been detectable in the composition of the ex-Home Secretary. One was a product of his temperament; the other of his intellect and training. The one was moral and strategic; the other utilitarian and tactical. Together they formed the basis for his whole later career. Fundamentally Peel was an idealist in politics. From the start of his public life he had consciously set up, too consciously indeed for his own reputation, his private altars of honour and duty. His ambition had been not just for power but for the right use of power. For success and fame he was as eager as any ambitious and talented politician; perhaps more than most, since he had a sense of posterity as well as of the present. But for Peel there was always the antecedent question; how should he act to deserve that success and fame? It was this ethical scrupulousness which marked him out from the throng of mere politicians and earned him some of his unpopularity. Yet it would not have occurred to many people at the time to regard him either as an idealist or as impractical. Even those, and they included many on his own side of politics, who thought him priggish and egotistic, had to admit his parliamentary skill. For the other great attribute of Peel in 1830 was twenty years’ experience in the art of getting things done; an asset which idealists do not usually acquire. Upon the groundwork of his intellect, his industry, and his ambition to deserve well of his country, had been built up a career which by early middle-age had given him more practice in the handling of affairs than many politicians get in a lifetime. For sheer administrative and debating talent he would always have to be reckoned with as long as he remained in parliament.


Embedded in that success, however, was a certain penalty. He had always been close to the working-face of politics; too close to take long views and form abstract principles. The responsibilities of office had forced him to concentrate on what was possible within the political system of his day; and though he lacked neither imagination nor courage, the daily habits of the first twenty years of his career had fostered his instinct for what was immediately necessary and attainable rather than for what was ideally or ultimately desirable. By temperament bold and creative, by hard experience he was cautious and realistic. Yet even in the authoritarian administrative structure in which Peel had served since 1810, policies could not be completely divorced from politics. Within the shelter of Liverpool’s fifteen-year ministry (the last of the old eighteenth-century governments in form and spirit if not in its problems), he had been able to absorb himself in departmental duties and build up his reputation as an administrator. But in the years after Liverpool’s fatal illness, he had taken two major political decisions which had large consequences for his own career. The first in 1827 was to break with Canning over the Catholic question and so, in the event, to place himself under the political leadership of that most unpolitical leader the Duke of Wellington. The other was to support and ultimately to direct the passing of Catholic emancipation in 1829. For these contradictory decisions there had been good, almost compelling reasons; but their results for Peel personally had been disastrous. They not only inflicted deep damage on his reputation but brought about in the end the collapse of the administration of which he was the ablest member and his own retirement from office. It was a collapse which was attended by peculiar bitterness, for it was caused not so much by the efforts of the opposition as by the desertion of former supporters and the misjudgement of his own chief. Estranged from a section of his own party, mortified by the ignominious end of the administration, Peel faced the future with more uncertain prospects and more resentful feelings than he had ever known before.


Even that did not exhaust the catalogue of mistakes and failures. For the circumstances of the fall of Wellington’s government had public as well as personal consequences. It brought up parliamentary reform as a pressing political issue at the same time as it inhibited Peel from making any constructive approach to that fundamental problem. Of all questions this was one on which Peel found it difficult to make up his mind. For parliament and especially the House of Commons he had a deep respect. It was an institution as small, intimate and historic as the little cramped chapel of St. Stephen’s in which it met; it was an institution which worked; one in which he had grown up and to the understanding of which he devoted much thought. Whatever the method of producing the House of Commons (and he never denied the absurdities and abuses of the system), it resulted in an assembly with as much commonsense and talent as a representative body of over six hundred men is likely to possess under any system of selection. Reared in this close political society, he was reluctant to acknowledge any authority other than parliament on specific issues of policy; and still more reluctant to accept a radical reform of parliament which would change its independent character and reduce it to a mere delegacy of the electorate. He did not think the representative system sacrosanct in its details but any reform to which he could assent would have to preserve the traditional nature of the House of Commons. The kind of reform which the extreme radicals were advocating, however, threatened to destroy the actual principles of the parliamentary constitution as he knew it. His own deep instincts, therefore, collided with the popular pressures of the day. Moreover, even though he recognised, along with most politicians at the end of 1830, that some reform would have to come, he did not think that Wellington’s ministry was the one to propose it. After Catholic emancipation another great retreat from principle to expediency would have been intolerable. ‘Peel was for Parliamentary Reform,’ wrote Wellington sourly to Mrs. Arbuthnot on 26 December, ‘provided it was not carried by us in Office.’1


What characterised his attitude on parliamentary reform was true in a larger sense of his general views. He was not an unthinking defender, either from birth or interest, of the old order. A zealot for efficiency and justice, a tart critic of corruption and privilege, he always found the selfish aristocrat, the job-hunting politician, the conscienceless cleric, as distasteful in practice as they were to the radical reformers in principle. But the social aristocracy which produced these, as well as better men, was one which he knew from within and at close quarters. His own family background was Pittite and Anglican; he had grown up during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars; he entered politics six years before Waterloo. It was not surprising that he possessed some of the emotional heritage of the war period and felt himself in a measure identified with the maintenance of the aristocratic constitution in Church and State against Jacobinism, radical democracy, Irish Catholic nationalism, and the class struggle of an emerging industrial proletariat. Yet he was never a reactionary. That requires an element of stupidity or panic, and Peel had neither; he was too level-headed and intelligent. The paradox of his position lay precisely in this. He was the defender of a system of which he was the intellectual critic and active reformer; which he upheld in principle and amended in detail. To be either a mere reactionary or a mere radical was foreign to his nature. Everything depended therefore on how far he could make a synthesis of these different strains in his nature; and how far he could impose that synthesis on his followers—if indeed he was to have any followers after 1830. He cared for and respected the great institutions of the state; and because he cared for them for their own sake, as distinct from seeing in them only the interest of his class or party, he wished to remove their abuses, restore their energies, and enable them to survive in a changed and changing world. Stated as an abstract proposition, this was simple enough. In the circumstances of the time it needed great delicacy, perception and judgement to carry out; above all, courage to undertake actions which seemed to be against the very interests which he claimed to be preserving. At the close of 1830 all the omens seemed to be against him.


Yet misfortune is often as deceptive as success. Peel had encountered many things in his career but not until then failure and defeat. This hardening element was now added to his political education. The wreckage of his political world, and the new climate of politics which the coming to power of Lord Grey was to create, forced him to make a fresh point of departure. Where the next landfall would be could not be predicted; but men of forty-two with intelligence and ambition do not easily despair.






1 Wellington and His Friends, p. 91.

























CHAPTER 1


THE CRISIS OF REFORM





When Lord Grey was summoned on 16 November 1830 to form a ministry, it was also to meet a crisis: one that had blown up suddenly like a summer storm, and was as fierce and inexplicable. Afterwards, as men looked back on the events of that autumn, they tended sometimes to ascribe the astonishing collapse of Wellington’s ministry to adventitious factors, such as the coincidence of the July revolution in France with the general election in Britain. But the causes ran deeper than that; for what had happened was the end of an order. The illness and resignation of Lord Liverpool in 1827 had started the disintegration; and the cracks which he had pinned together at once opened into yawning gaps under Canning, Goderich and Wellington. Once the political system over which Liverpool had presided for fifteen years lost its cohesion and momentum, it was seen how little support it had from without.


There should have been little for surprise in that. For two generations or more there had been a steady erosion of confidence in the country’s institutions which only the national mood of patriotism during the Napoleonic Wars had contrived temporarily to halt. The growth of this profound distrust started at least as far back as the War of American Independence and after the coming of peace in 1815 it mounted with slow but unceasing pressure. It was fed from many social sources: the spreading towns of the north and midlands with their millocracies and industrial proletariats; the middle-class and predominantly urban educated public with growing wealth and growing political articulateness; the militant trade unions; the radical societies; the press, both national and provincial; the economists and social philosophers; the active body of English dissent. These were elements to which the classic eighteenth-century structure of Church and State, monarchy and aristocracy, offered at best only partial status and satisfaction. A society that liked to call itself one of intellect and industry was growing up inside the institutional shell of another and older society based on land and privilege; and the shell was cracking with each passing year. The aristocracy, at no point divorced from the larger society it ruled, was itself increasingly affected by the social and intellectual changes after the Napoleonic War. Its chief economic interest, the land, was as hardly hit as industry by the postwar depression; and the government’s currency and Corn Law reforms were a constant source of grievance. Spokesmen of liberal views were to be found in both houses of parliament; the Whigs had their own antique tradition of civil and religious liberty; and, greatest eccentricity of all, after the enforced passage by the executive government of Catholic emancipation in 1829, some ultra-Protestant Tories momentarily turned their thoughts to reform of a kind that would restore the independence of the legislature. The events of 1830—the revolutions in France and Belgium, the renewal of radical agitation in London and the north, the rioting of the agricultural labourers of the south (the most depressed and unpolitical of the English social classes)—formed only a backcloth against which forces long stirring in British society suddenly came together.


The defeat of Wellington’s ministry in November 1830 was in many respects a technical defeat, due to loss of flexibility by a ministry which was too weak to manœuvre, and a prime minister who risked everything on a tight defensive battle at a time when his troops were still restive and mutinous from the events of 1829. But in a larger sense the defeat of the government was only a spectacular and extreme symptom of a permanent weakness which had been afflicting the machine of government for a quarter of a century. When men talked, as they were beginning to do, of government by public opinion, they meant in effect that the time had gone when there could be a government of influence and interest. The authority of the crown, the control of the legislature by the executive, the cement of patronage, the loyalty of the country gentry, had all been slowly diminishing since the end of the eighteenth century; and more important than the physical decline in the means of controlling parliament was the intellectual acceptance by rulers and ruled alike that these were not defensible means of carrying on administration. Authoritative systems of government are notoriously vulnerable when they begin to reform themselves. Not only had the outworks of the eighteenth-century constitution been surrendered—some without a shot like the Test and Corporation Acts, others after a bitter struggle like Catholic disabilities—but a longer and more subtle process of sapping and mining had undermined the central keep. Wellington’s ministry was weak because it came at the end of a long line of ministries which had successively whittled away the instruments of power. It was unpopular because the image of government that had been imprinted on the public mind by two generations of radical agitation was the corrupt face of the old eighteenth-century rather than the reforming neo-aristocratic countenances of Liverpool, Canning, Huskisson and Peel. The public had turned decisively against venality, extravagance and nepotism; but in turning it failed to observe that the Wellington ministry was scarcely characterised by any of these things.


The fact that the unreformed parliament had worked in practice and that able men were produced to govern the country, was now irrelevant in the face of a public opinion which thought the system socially repugnant and intellectually absurd. No system could work efficiently if it did not have a degree at least of general acceptance; and by 1830 the system of representation was no longer acceptable. It was true that Wellington’s ministry was one of the most economical of the century; its conduct of affairs as upright and disinterested as the conduct of politics can ever be. But only a small section of the public was prepared to recognise its merits. For the most part the general radical picture of swollen pension lists, jobbery and inefficiency, of an indolent and avaricious Church and a grasping borough-mongering aristocracy, was accepted in gross even when discounted in detail. For years every great institution and many great political personalities had been remorselessly and indecently pilloried in countless broadsheets, prints and pamphlets. What Hone, Cruikshank, Cobbett and Carlile, and numerous editions of Red Books, Black Books, and People’s Books had portrayed in coarse and savage exaggeration, was reflected in paler tones by more influential and respectable journals. George IV, as regent and king, had immeasurably added to the discredit into which all the great institutions of the state seemed to have fallen. Only the arrival of a virtually unknown sailor-king, coinciding, after a brief interval, with a reforming ministry, had retrieved for the throne a specious and sentimental popularity. That Church and State, rather than the monarchy, were in disrepute if not actual danger in 1830–31, was only an accident of date.


Against this the government was powerless. With all its merits, Wellington’s ministry had one great demerit. It had failed to establish a firm link with either parliament, press or the public. Publicity and propaganda were almost entirely in the hands of critics and enemies. By the end of 1830 hardly one newspaper of substance could be found to give it wholehearted support. With much will to do good, and some potentiality for achieving it, it lacked the talisman of public strength which alone could compensate for the intrinsic weakness of the parliamentary system. The crowning disaster of Wellington’s brief career as prime minister was that he contrived to identify his administration with the distorted image drawn by radical propaganda. Two issues in November 1830 had brought down his government, one directly, the other indirectly. The first was the refusal to submit the new Civil List to the scrutiny of a parliamentary committee; the second was the duke’s uncompromising declaration against parliamentary reform. One was taken as evidence of extravagance; the other of reaction.


When, therefore, Grey took office he was not merely confronted with a crisis; he was provided with a programme. It was incumbent on him to provide proof of parsimony and integrity; it was imperative for him to carry through some kind of reform of the representation. The technical fact that the opposition had defeated the government over the Civil List meant that the new ministers would have to concede what had been refused by the old. Even the outgoing cabinet, with the solitary and recalcitrant exception of the Duke of Wellington, told the king when they took their leave of him that something must be done about parliamentary reform. The Civil List was essentially an administrative matter and as such was clogged by those brute facts which (as Bagehot once observed) seem to reside permanently in office to subdue the spirits and policies of successive politicians. In the event the new ministry could do little with the Civil List except to divide and rearrange it in order to exhibit more plainly its essential necessity. Without manifest hardship to individuals no great reduction in its charges could be made for several years. But parliamentary reform was a legislative matter and this was from the start the cardinal issue on which the fate of the ministry hung. That some reform must come was certain. How great that reform should be largely depended on the character of the prime minister and the force of public opinion. Party organisation and party policy were at this juncture almost meaningless. Indeed it was only for the sake of brevity that Grey’s government and the majority on which it rested could be described as Whig. His ministry, like that of nearly all his predecessors, was a coalition and it faced the same heterogeneous and indisciplined House of Commons which had pulled down Wellington and harried Liverpool and Canning. It was inevitable that the new government should reflect the variegated complexion of the old opposition. The Whigs, reunited after their internal disagreement over Canning, provided the bulk of the new team; but after a quarter of a century of almost continuous isolation, they were depressingly deficient in men with administrative practice. The Canningites, who made up in experience what they lacked in numbers, secured all three secretaryships of state and the Presidency of the Board of Control. Tories like Anglesey, Wynn, Wellesley and Richmond accepted office and approaches were even made to the ultra-Protestant Knatchbull and Wellington’s Irish Secretary, Hardinge.1 As the Courier, in the process of dexterously shifting its allegiance from the outgoing to the incoming administration, comfortingly observed: ‘the majority, in number and character, are Whigs; but there is a happy mixture of Toryism and independence’.2


There was an equal if less happy mixture of independence in the House of Commons. When after a long Christmas recess it reassembled early in February, the disappointed grumbling over the new Civil List arrangements and the rough handling of Althorp’s budget showed with painful clarity that Grey’s government had little more control over the legislature than Wellington’s. It was obvious that the ministers held their places only as the midwives of reform and that their tenure would depend on what tender infant they would eventually deliver. On taking office in November, Grey had announced in the Lords that the government intended to introduce a plan of moderate reform; and after the first buzz of speculation, the country settled down to wait. During the midwinter months the labourers’ riots and their judicial aftermath, the activities of O’Connell in Ireland, and the disturbed state of France and the Netherlands, crowded reform from the columns of the press. But if speculation died down, reform remained the iron test for both the government and the country. Behind the temporary lull the question of the day was brief and simple. What would the Whigs do? But there could be no simple answer. Ever since Peterloo in 1819 had shocked liberal minds, individual Whigs in the Commons had intermittently put forward reform proposals, notably Lord Durham (Grey’s son-in-law) in an extreme, and Lord John Russell in a milder form. But they could not speak for a party and most Whigs had been ready in 1827 to join Canning who had flanked his advocacy of Catholic emancipation with an equally constant condemnation of parliamentary reform. Grey himself, though he had held aloof from the Canning coalition, had after Waterloo made Catholic emancipation and not reform the sine qua non of taking office.


At the age of sixty-six the new prime minister could look back across the gulf of a third of a century to the time when, as friend and disciple of Fox, he had seen his own reform bill extinguished in a Pittite House of Commons at the height of the wartime reaction. Since those distant days, disappointment and constant exclusion from power had left their mark on this proud, ageing aristocrat. As early as 1810 he had reconciled himself to an indefinite postponement of reform in the face of royal opposition and public indifference. As late as February 1830 he had warned his son Howick against involvement in an issue that still lacked the prerequisite of popular support. Yet in the remote and patriarchal domesticity of his Northumberland home, Grey had long ago decided that only a radical measure of reform would rally public opinion round a Whig government; only public opinion could provide a basis on which a Whig government could stand. The events of 1830 transformed that detached and abstract opinion of 1820 into a practical decision. The death of George IV had removed a personal obstacle to his taking office. The weakness of the government had brought the Whigs for the first time since the death of Pitt to the threshold of power on their own terms. Above all, Grey reached the conviction that a perpetuation of the old regime under Wellington’s stubborn and unrealistic leadership was beginning to imperil the aristocratic order to which they both belonged. He took office, therefore, not in response to popular clamour, still less from desire for power, but from an innate feeling that the survival of the social and political structure of the country depended on passing a measure of parliamentary reform generous enough to restore the confidence of the country in its own institutions. His own fundamentally aristocratic nature led him towards a solution that was apparently radical but, as he believed, essentially conservative. In defence of his order he was prepared to be a revolutionary. It was a paradox which few outside the cabinet could discern at the close of the eventful year of 1830.


II


After the new ministers had met both Houses in December, parliament was adjourned until 3 February to allow time for their measures to be concocted. In the interval the government embarked on prosecutions of Carlile and Cobbett; Melbourne at the Home Office faced a series of strikes in the cotton industry; and the Committee of Four (Durham, Russell, Graham and Duncannon) began their deliberations on parliamentary reform. Free from all such cares, Peel spent a pleasant rural Christmas in Staffordshire which was marred only by his wife’s ill-health. With the assistance of Smirke, the well-known architect, and Gilpin, the fashionable landscape gardener of the time, he had already started to plan a new mansion at Drayton. Meanwhile the old square-built house erected by his father thirty-five years earlier, which Mrs. Arbuthnot dismissed as ‘frightful’, accommodated within its few spare bedrooms a succession of political guests. The Arbuthnots were there for Christmas; Charles Ross, the assistant whip, and Sir George Clerk came early in January; Croker, Twiss, and Sir Alexander Grant in the second week; Murray, Herries, and Holmes, the chief whip, were asked for the middle of the month. Peel refused an invitation from Wellington to join a rather more distinguished political gathering at Stratfield Saye, pleading Julia’s illness and his domestic affairs. The excuses were genuine but perhaps he was glad that he had excuses to offer. Yet it was clear that for his own part he was keeping in touch with the subalterns of the party and as newly succeeded master of Drayton was taking an early opportunity of establishing his position in his own locality. With his guests he attended the Tamworth Ball on 11 January, where politicians and landowners rubbed shoulders with farriers, farmers and their wives. At the end of the month a number of neighbouring squires trundled over the snowy roads for an all-male dinner at Drayton at which Sir Robert laid himself out to be agreeable and told anecdotes of his experiences at the Home Office.3


Despite the weather, the strikes, and the activity of reform clubs and political unions, there seemed little cause for immediate alarm. Everyone remembered that Grey had promised to stand by his order and any measure of reform would have to face the judgement of a House of Commons in which he was far from possessing a firm majority. It was evident that reform of some sort must come, and that it would be more than the enfranchisement of Manchester, Leeds and Birmingham proposed by Lord John Russell the previous session. Many Tories themselves thought a reform was desirable; others had their electors to consider. The real question for the opposition was tactical: whether to admit a moderate measure because it could not be defeated and because it would be an inoculation against radicalism, or to oppose it however mild its details because it embodied a pernicious principle. But tactics demanded party unity and party leadership. In the absence of either, the Tory country-house conversations of January 1831 could only be discussions without decisions. If Wellington was still the nominal chief, his authority had been severely shaken by his actions the previous autumn; and though Peel was disliked and distrusted by many on both personal and political grounds, there were others who saw in his outstanding House of Commons ability the only rallying-point for the future. What Peel would do personally was no more clear than what the party could do collectively. Croker tried at Drayton to extract from him a pledge against any parliamentary reform, but though cheerful and friendly, Peel was not to be drawn. He was sick of eating pledges, he said good-humouredly, and though he would oppose anything, he would pledge nothing.4


When parliament reassembled in February it was announced that 1 March had been fixed by the government as the date for the introduction of their reform proposals, and in the intervening weeks all that Peel did seemed to consolidate his reputation as the most eminent individual member of the House of Commons. His speech of 8 February on Irish affairs was a notable contribution to one of the best debates in the House for many years. In a measured criticism of the budget on 11 February he appealed to Althorp to withdraw the proposed tax on exchanges of funded property which had attracted general hostility in parliament and the City. Three days later it was in fact withdrawn. When an attempt was made to reduce the West Indian sugar duties he came to Althorp’s rescue and induced Lord Chandos to abandon his resolution. Yet though in these early tentative weeks he was by common consent the arbiter of the House, an air of unreality hung over the political scene. Nothing was important until the ministers’ intentions were revealed on 1 March, and until then no one could take the responsibility of unseating them.5


In the meantime the question of opposition tactics had still to be decided. Nothing had leaked out on the details of the government’s plan, and the old dilemma remained. It is probable that Peel’s instinct was to oppose at the outset, or at least that he was not persuaded of the wisdom of any other course. But many of his followers, for the sake of their consciences or their constituents, were reluctant to block the mere introduction of a reform bill. A ministerial defeat on such an issue would probably bring about a dissolution and at a general election anti-reformers would be marked men. Lord Granville Somerset, one of the party managers, was even reported to have told Peel that he would if necessary have to vote against his leader in order to save his electoral position in Monmouthshire. On Sunday, 20 February, there was a meeting of House of Commons members at Peel’s house in Whitehall Gardens. While there were some, not otherwise classed as ultras, who favoured the bolder course, the general conclusion was that the party could not sufficiently rely on its followers to vote against reform at the outset. A week later there was a joint meeting of leading peers and commoners at Apsley House to settle the matter. Though the duke still hankered for resistance, Peel expressed the view of the House of Commons men that opposition should be reserved until the details of the bill were known and this became the final party decision.6 In all the circumstances it seemed a sensible as well as a necessary course.


Two days later the bandage of ignorance and miscalculation was ripped from their eyes. Tuesday, I March 1831, saw the staging of a parliamentary occasion in the old chapel of St. Stephen’s which recalled the opening night of the great Catholic debate in 1829. But now it was not Peel but Lord John Russell, small, sharp-featured and intellectual, who was in the centre of the stage. Though not a cabinet minister he had been chosen to introduce the bill rather than Althorp, the leader of the House, because he was a better orator, despite his thin reedy voice, and as a member of the drafting committee conversant with all its details. Members had gone early to reserve places and when the public gallery was opened at 5 p.m. there was a rush of visitors with much noise, trampling and confusion, while the benches below steadily filled up. At six o’clock Russell entered the House to the cheering of his supporters.


A few minutes later his name was called and in a deep silence he began his first low-toned sentences. The occasion was greater than his speech; but there was no need for eloquence. He was heard with profound attention, punctuated by cheering and counter-cheering that grew in volume and violence as the government’s plan was disclosed section by section to his astonished audience: the total disfranchisement of all boroughs with less than 2,000 inhabitants; the partial disfranchisement of those with less than 4,000; the institution of a common borough franchise for £10 householders; twenty-seven new boroughs; 168 M.P.s to lose their seats; half a million to be added to the electorate. The noise and temper of the House reached a climax when he read out the list of sixty boroughs, old and honoured—or dishonoured—in parliamentary history, which were to be swept away and (‘more yet’, said Russell mockingly) a second schedule of forty-seven to be reduced to one member. There were screams of wild ironical laughter from the opposition benches as each name was pronounced and even government supporters sat appalled at the holocaust they had brought upon themselves. In the early stages of the speech Peel had sat looking half-angry, half-contemptuous; but as the staggering scope of the measure was revealed, the colour came and went in his handsome florid countenance. In the end, while his colleagues around exulted at what seemed the suicide of the government, he put his hands before his face. With his quick political sagacity perhaps he already realised that there was now no room for compromise or moderation. The government had made a bid for popular support which they could never withdraw. The old parliamentary constitution in which he had lived for twenty-one years was dead.


When Russell sat down there was prolonged cheering and a rush of members from the House. Groups of M.P.s gathered in lobbies, ante-chambers and passages to form the most excited and vivid scene known at Westminster for many years, and Inglis, the first opposition speaker, could not be heard for several minutes in the general hubbub. Twiss, Althorp, and Leveson Gower carried on the debate until Hume secured the adjournment at half-past twelve, but all the time Peel sat virtually silent on the opposition front bench. Once when Althorp said that the bill gave to the people of England an ‘overpowering influence’ in the choice of their representatives, he uttered a sarcastic ‘hear, hear!’ But this was a minor riposte to the hammer-blow of the bill itself. Next day members pulled their wits together after the shock and confusion of the night before, and on the Liberal side men even began to think that the government’s plan, instead of being an audacious and preposterous speculation, might after all prove a political feasibility. But there was still considerable hesitation and in London and the City opinion showed no immediate rallying to the government. Parliamentary curiosity about the line Peel would adopt began to intensify and many thought that his attitude might decide the fate of the measure.


The second night was marked by brilliance from Macaulay and buffoonery from Wetherell. On the third, Peel rose to make his opening contribution to the great reform debate. It was a good speech, able, eloquent, and measured; and he received tremendous acclamation when he sat down. Some people said (‘as usual’, observed Greville with his mordant commonsense) that it was the finest oration they had ever heard in parliament. Moreover he timed it well, rising after a weak speech by the ex-Canningite and reluctant reformer Palmerston, against whom Peel was able to recall with formidable effect the authority of his dead master. The body of his text was filled out with a number of arguments that were to be worn threadbare by innumerable speakers in the succeeding months: the arbitrary and ultimately untenable line of the £10 franchise; the wanton abolition of the old democratic franchises; the value of the rotten boroughs as a door for young talent and a refuge for elder statesmen; the need to strengthen rather than weaken the already diminished influence of executive government. But he went to the root of the reform issue when he enquired scornfully what practical advantages were claimed in compensation for the acknowledged risks, other than conciliating public opinion.




Why, no doubt, you cannot propose to share your power with half a million men without gaining some popularity—without purchasing by such a bribe some portion of good-will. But these are vulgar arts of government; others will outbid you, not now, but at no remote period—they will offer votes and power to a million of men, will quote your precedent for the concession, and will carry your principles to their legitimate and natural consequences.





It was a warning that began to become true even in his own lifetime.


There were three points in particular, however, which stood out from his speech. He made it clear that he was opposing, not reform, but the particular reform proposed by the government. When last in office, he said, he had been unable as a minister of the crown to bring forward a reform measure. As a private member, balancing the danger of reform against the danger of executive instability, ‘I do not hesitate to avow, that there might have been proposed certain alterations in our representative system, founded on safe principles, abjuring all confiscation, and limited in their degree, to which I would have assented.’ Secondly, the ministerial proposals, entailing as they did a literal reconstruction of the House of Commons, were so extensive that they could not be changed in detail and he would therefore have to oppose them in their entirety. Lastly, by bringing forward this plan at a time of national excitement, the government had abdicated from their executive responsibility and provoked a crisis of which it was impossible to foresee the outcome. ‘They have sent through the land the firebrand of agitation and no one can now recall it.’


It was a strong speech which concealed a delicately balanced position. He had committed himself against the bill without joining those committed against reform; and he had implicitly admitted the success of Grey’s appeal to the country over the heads of the politicians. Already opinion in the provinces, especially the large towns, was showing itself overwhelmingly behind the government. In turn the enthusiasm out of doors was consolidating Whigs, reformers, radicals and waverers within the House of Commons. Grey had carried the crown and caught the country; it remained to be seen whether he could complete his success with the Commons and the peers. By 10 March, when leave was given to bring in the bill, political opinion was already beginning to reckon on a probable majority for a measure on which hardly an M.P. would have laid odds the week before. As the balance swung, the opposition back-benchers, their derision turned to dismay, began to look back at the rapid slide of events since the fatal evening of 1 March and wonder why they had not rejected the measure when the House was still in a state of wonder and shock. It was easy now, with the perspicacity that follows behind events, for men to believe that had Peel immediately moved the negative, he would have had a majority; and easy to blame him for not having done so. In the end the charge was repeated so often that it became a minor parliamentary legend. But Russell himself did not accept it. Talking with Greville in 1842 he pointed out that nothing Peel could have done would have prevented some debate from taking place; and once the plan was known, public opinion would have carried it through.7 There was also the other consideration. If the ministers had been beaten, they would probably have dissolved parliament and won the general election. But if they had in fact merely resigned, what stable government could have been formed with a House of Commons which in less than six months had got rid of one Tory ministry and one Whig? The notion that a quick piece of parliamentary tactics on the evening of 1 March could have averted reform is scarcely credible.


Nevertheless the imputation of bad tactics persisted and in proportion as Peel’s leadership was criticised, the slight tendency visible in January for the various sections of the opposition to unite, dwindled once more. His declaration in favour of some reform had annoyed the ultras—it was noticed that Wetherell abruptly ceased to applaud at that point in the speech; and Peel on his side withheld any gesture of conciliation to the extremists of the party. A meeting he called at his house on 19 March to decide what to do on the second reading of the bill showed the old fearfulness of members to risk their seats at a dissolution by voting against reform; and his spirits were not made more cheerful by reports that a meeting called by Sir Edward Knatchbull was better attended than his own.8 That meetings were being called by three independent persons—Peel, Knatchbull and Wetherell—was in itself a sufficient advertisement of the state of the opposition. In effect the old line of division between the former ministerialists and the ultras who had broken with them in 1829–30, was now intersected by another line of cleavage over parliamentary reform. Meanwhile, with mounting popular excitement, the reform bill proper was introduced and had its second reading on 21 March. The protracted seven-day contest earlier in the month seemed to have temporarily exhausted parliamentary energies and after only two nights of undistinguished discussion the first trial of strength was taken. In the largest division ever known in the history of the House of Commons 603 members with their four tellers cast their votes; 302 stayed in their seats to be counted for the bill; and when the opposition streamed back from the lobby confident of success they were found to be only 301.


But though parts of London were illuminated and the mob smashed a few darkened windows, for the ministry it was success rather than victory. A fragile majority of one would hardly stand up to heavy pounding in committee. The task of the opposition now was to find some point of substance, not contradicted by previous declarations or likely to hamper future attitudes, on which their deeply divided groupings could unite. Under the shock of defeat there was a renewed attempt at conciliation, though Peel was still too depressed and uncertain of his course to have much enthusiasm for pasting paper over cracks. He thought matters had gone too far for reform of some sort to be withheld, and he had no intention himself of returning to office with the support of the ultra-Tories. When Herries by request went to him to express the desire of Wetherell and Stormont to join under his leadership, he observed chillingly that ‘these were the fellows who turned us out three months ago’, and expressed a complete indifference to office under such conditions.9 This was the kind of behaviour which kept alive the old criticisms of his caution and his coldness. But part of the difficulty for Peel was that his mind was always one stage ahead of most of the other members of the party (already in a speech of 24 March he had brought up the problem of the House of Lords); and part, his reluctance to accept political allies who would almost certainly become political liabilities.


Yet his tactical skill which made him indispensable, however exasperating, to his followers once more supplied their immediate needs. On 13 April he raised the question of the reduction of the total number of English M.P.s envisaged by the bill, and extracted a promise from Althorp that there would be a division on the issue. ‘I think we shall beat them on that question,’ he wrote to Croker, and in his confidence over the tactical success he allowed himself a momentary illusion of optimism. ‘Give us another month, and there is an end of the bill, positively an end to it. It never could be carried except by the dread of physical force’; and he toyed with the notion of an alliance between the aristocracy and the disfranchised population.10 General Gascoyne, M.P. for Liverpool, was put up to make the motion and on 19 April, after the Easter recess, when the House went into committee on the bill, the government were beaten by eight votes after a two-day debate.11 Peel spoke on the second night, briefly and confidently, though he repeated his readiness to support the ministers in some moderate change of the parliamentary system. There was no cheering from the opposition over a not unexpected result, and any rejoicing at this major reverse to the ministers was soon cut short. Peel had asked for one month; he was only given one week. Lord Grey, deceived in his original expectation of passing the bill through the existing House of Commons, had already been preparing his reluctant royal master for a dissolution. After hesitating for twenty-four critical hours, William now gave way; and once he had turned on a new tack he acted characteristically and energetically in support of his ministers. It was in many ways the real crisis of reform. On the 21st Althorp announced the withdrawal of the bill but was beaten on the adjournment when he tried to bring in the Ordnance estimates. The ministers decided on immediate action and to prevent an anticipated majority in the Lords for Wharncliffe’s motion against a dissolution, the king agreed to come in person for the prorogation.


When the Commons met the following afternoon, full of anger and excitement, the eccentric Cornish M.P. Vyvyan started a wild speech against the ministers in the middle of which the guns signalling the king’s arrival began to boom and rattle through the little chamber. When he sat down Burdett, Peel and Althorp all rose simultaneously in a clamour that prevented any of them from being heard. All semblance of order was lost; members left their seats and invaded the floor of the House; Peel spoke at the top of his voice but was inaudible in the tumult. The Speaker, in a passion of fury himself, at length gained a temporary respite and called up Peel. Completely carried away by the tempestuous atmosphere, scarlet and shaking with temper, he plunged into an incoherent denunciation of the ministers to a running accompaniment of groans, cheers and calls to order, while the guns continued to thunder outside. Even to a House half-mad with emotion and physical excitement it was a startling revelation of the depths of passion which lay beneath Peel’s tightly disciplined nature. He spoke of the despotism of demagogues; the despotism of journalists; and declared violently that the ministry was more unfit to rule than any which had previously held power in England. But in a few minutes he was cut short by the arrival of Black Rod to summon them for the prorogation and by the time the group of M.P.s following the Speaker arrived in the House of Lords, he had recovered his self-possession. Indeed, he even contrived to make a mild joke to the Whig lawyer Campbell who had his watch-glass broken in the crush as they went through the narrow passages. It was a clear case, observed Peel, for a compensation clause in the reform bill, whatever became of the proprietors of the Schedule A boroughs. Yet Campbell wrote to his brother afterwards that it had been worth a few thousand pounds to be present as member in the Commons when Peel had been interrupted by Black Rod and that he now had a much livelier notion of various other episodes in English history.12


The country faced the general election with little doubt of the result. In London the dissolution was greeted with an official illumination and mobbing in the West End. A bishop, a prince of the blood, many peers and most of the clubs in St. James’s had their windows smashed, and only a strong body of police from the A division stationed in Whitehall Gardens prevented damage to Peel’s house.13 The excitement was not confined to the populace. In an extravagant speech to his electors at Westminster J. C. Hobhouse was reported in the press as having referred to Peel’s exhibition at the prorogation as ‘human nature in its lowest and most debased state’ and accused him of subscribing vast election sums ‘for the purpose of deceiving and defrauding the people of England’. Peel reacted sharply to the insult and travelled up to London to confer with his ex-military colleague Hardinge, who broke off his Cornish election campaign to answer the summons. Taking a cooler view of the offensiveness of the speech than his hot-tempered chief, he helped Peel to compose a stiff but carefully moderated letter which he then delivered in person. For the astonished Hobhouse it was the formal opening move in an affair which might have had serious consequences. But the two seconds, Lord Dacre and Hardinge, prudently adjusted matters on behalf of their principals. Some of the offending words were explained away; others disavowed; and a letter of apology signed by Dacre and approved by Hobhouse ended the incident without publicity.14


On the only slightly less murderous field of the hustings, however, the month of May saw the anti-reformers unmistakably worsted. The election of 1831 was not a landslide; no general election under the old system could produce that. Of the 658 members of the old House of Commons, 510 were returned again, the great majority for the same constituencies as before. But to a public accustomed to estimate political tendencies as much by the straws of particular constituencies as by the aggregate of results, the temper and outcome of the election were decisive. There was much excitement and violence. In some popular constituencies reform candidates running as unfancied second-strings to more reputable colleagues found themselves unexpectedly hoisted to victory. Elsewhere old and respected anti-reform members saw their traditional support slide inexorably from under them. Of the eighty-two English county members, over a third were new men; and seventy-six of them came to Westminster pledged to support the bill. Peel in his own borough of Tamworth was safe enough and had the satisfaction of seeing his brother William and his close friend Goulburn returned (and Palmerston evicted) by Cambridge University. But outside the universities and the close boroughs the election returns offered little comfort to the opposition.




I never doubted [Peel wrote pessimistically to his old Home Office confidant Henry Hobhouse on 9 May] that when such an extraordinary event in the history of this country should take place, as that the King of England should be proclaimed by his ministers a Radical Reformer and that the Royal name and authority should be suddenly transferred from one scale to another (between which scales it was difficult enough before to maintain an equipoise)—that Royalty and Physical Strength combined must carry all before them.15





He could see no hope that the king would appeal to his former ministers or that such an appeal could be answered. There was no analogy here with Catholic emancipation. Then it was the whole bill or nothing; now it was a question of more or less. But the limited amount of reform he could approve would not be enough for the new House of Commons, and he was likely therefore to continue to enjoy the unaccustomed luxury of acting as a private politician. Meanwhile he recruited his health in the country air of Drayton in preparation for what promised to be a long and arduous session.


The new parliament met on Tuesday, 14 June, and Peel did not put in an appearance in town until the previous Saturday. He had excused himself from the Pitt dinner at the end of May, deprecated the project of a Tory dinner on the eve of session designed to facilitate reunion with the ultras, and flatly declined to have his name used in the party circulars sent out to ensure early attendance.16  It was a discouraging attitude for a leader to adopt, but Peel had made up his mind not to come forward as leader if by that was meant he should angle for the support of men with whom personally and politically he had almost nothing in common. He had disagreed with the ultra-Tories in the twenties over currency reform, Catholic emancipation and the Corn Law; and though he differed only in degree over parliamentary reform, that degree was important. Writing confidentially to Goulburn on all these matters, moreover, he showed a remarkable sensitivity to the repeated suggestions in the press that his tactics over reform were merely designed to ensure his early return to office.17 The sensitivity was significant; it was precisely this question of taking office that was occupying his mind, though not in the sense the newspapers ascribed. With a foreboding which was in striking contrast to the simple party loyalties of Herries and Goulburn, he could not rid himself of the fear that the occasion might suddenly arise when he and Wellington would be asked to form a ministry and pass a modified reform act as the only way of unseating the Whigs. It was a contingency he was determined to avoid. To forfeit his public reputation once again, only to find himself permanently saddled with a ministry of Wetherells, Vyvyans and Knatchbulls—inflationists and agriculturalists—was to commit murder in order to put himself into gaol. With a firmness which bordered on frigidity, therefore, he held aloof from any attempt to unite on the sole ground of opposing the bill. He would continue to oppose it, but only on his own terms. ‘I have no wish to slight the offers of new party adherents,’ he ended his letter of 5 June to Goulburn, ‘or to offend those who make them, but I shall be very cautious in contracting any new party engagements.’


It was not surprising, consequently, that the struggle over the second reform bill in 1831, with a diminished, divided and headless opposition, was of the nature of a sham battle, despite the eloquence and invective it engendered. Peel spoke on appropriate occasions and on 6 July, at the second reading, he delivered a grand set oration, recapitulating his own attitude and mocking the hasty ministerial second-thoughts embodied in the new bill—‘you have been administering prussic acid and you forgot to look at the prescription’. He repeated that in view of the impossibility of forming an anti-reform administration he had been prepared to support any safe measure of reform introduced by his opponents rather than risk a change of government. But he answered any taunts of inconsistency by asserting that he had been uniformly opposed to reform on principle because, in a memorable phrase, ‘I was unwilling to open a door which I saw no prospect of being able to close’. He ended with an appeal for delay, deliberation, and a return to the good sense and reason of the people of England. With a majority of nearly one hundred and forty, however, the ministers could afford to admit blemishes in their original bill; and the prospect of any anti-reform reaction in the country was as yet little more than the wishful thinking of Tory politicians. Moreover, as Rickman the clerk-assistant of the House noted, Peel’s opposition while the session wore on grew more and more measured, and his position more isolated. Indeed he hardly troubled at times to conceal his indifference. In a debate on wine duties in July he annoyed his party by walking out in the middle of a speech by Herries. A messenger sent to recall him from Whitehall Gardens found he had already gone to bed. Next evening, when an absurd wrangle broke out over the adjournment, he went off at midnight, leaving a couple of dozen hotheads to fight it out against the weight of the government benches.18 It remained for Croker, with a wealth of tenacious detail, and Wetherell with his peculiar mixture of the violent and the ludicrous, to attempt to fill the vacuum in the Tory leadership. The inevitable result was that bitter, continuous complaint was made of Peel’s coldness and neglect. Doubts were even cast on the genuineness of his opposition to the bill. ‘Peel was equable and plausible,’ wrote Campbell in a subsequent review of the session, ‘but if he did believe, as he pretended, that the measure was death to the Constitution, he never opposed it with that energy and depth of feeling that might have been expected from the first man in the House of Commons, standing forward to save it from destruction.’19


All through July and early August, however, Peel stuck to his chosen and unpopular path, moving without success one amendment after another, while the bill slowly inched its way through committee. It seemed an interminable session. On and off parliament had been sitting ever since the previous October, and everyone’s temper was tried by the heat and the endless debates in the crowded, stuffy chamber. Peel’s lassitude was increased by his physical loneliness. Julia and the children had gone off to Drayton for the summer and all his letters to her spoke of his depression at their ‘unusual and unnatural separation’ and his detestation of ‘that infernal place’ which claimed his nights and days. As he came back at two or three o’clock each morning to a darkened house and a bedroom where Julia’s little belongings mutely proclaimed her absence, he found it almost more than he could bear. By the time the committee reached the £10 franchise clause, his patience had run out.




I went this morning to Charles Street [he wrote to Julia on 23 August] and told the persons assembled there that I could not undertake to continue in town—that in my opinion there is very little use in protracting the debates on the Reform Bill from night to night, and that I could not undertake to remain here to conduct the battle. I found several people, such as Lord Chandos, Sir C. Wetherell, and Lord Stormont, dissatisfied with this and prepared to go on interminably on the present system. Others were disposed to agree with me and seemed anxious to bring the business to a close. We parted not in very good humour. I said I should stay a few days longer, and would then go into the country, and come back for the Third Reading of the bill, but that if their view was to continue debating the Bill in the same way much longer, they must make some arrangements to dispense with my attendance.20





His clear intention to abandon the bill to its fate had its effect. Three days later at another meeting at Charles Street, where the party headquarters had been established after the general election, it was agreed not to divide again until the third reading. Peel joyfully arranged a party at Drayton for Hardinge, Murray, Clerk, and Goulburn, and made his escape as soon as he could to find peace, pleasure, and partridges in Staffordshire.21 Once at Drayton there were fears that he would stay there, and his loyal friend Hardinge wrote on 12 September, earnestly pleading for his return for the last three weeks of the bill’s progress through the Commons.




Your absence gives rise to a thousand reports—disperse and crush them to atoms as you always do when you appear—give us confidence and unity of action by your presence, and admitting as I do the personal sacrifice, make it at a moment when all right-thinking men acknowledge that upon you in our House and the Duke in the Upper the salvation of the country depends.22





Return he did and on 21 September delivered one last great speech against the bill. ‘He cut Macaulay to ribbons’, noted Greville approvingly; and even Campbell the Whig admitted privately to his brother that it ‘would have made you hesitate about carrying this Bill into a law’. But the time had long passed when debating could effect anything. The decision now lay with the peers.


In the early hours of Saturday, 8 October, the House of Lords rejected the reform bill by 199 to 158. Twenty-one bishops cast their vote against the bill who would have ensured its success had they been on the other side. The numerical coincidence was too good not to attract attention and in the succeeding weeks radical orators and journalists raved against the ‘mitred Iscariots’ who had sold their country. The question now was not what would the Lords do, but what would the government do with the Lords. An adverse majority of forty-one seemed beyond the reach of any practicable creation of new peers, even if the king had been prepared for coercion. William begged his ministers to stay in office, however, and the Commons fortified them by a vote of confidence in the government and the bill. With much misgiving and internal friction the cabinet decided to introduce a third reform bill, rather than hand over responsibility to their opponents. Grey had miscalculated the peers as he had miscalculated the Commons. But after extorting a dissolution to deal with the one, he and most of his colleagues flinched from the only means open to them of dealing with the other. Yet in the furious state of the country to abandon office seemed even more dangerous than to essay another reform bill. In London there were vast meetings and demonstrations, and though Peel’s metropolitan police confined the pent-up anger of the capital to the breaking of windows, at several points in the provinces the national mood of indignation and alarm overflowed into riot and blood. There were widespread disturbances in the west country. At Derby the reform mob began by attacking the houses of opponents of the bill, later rescued from imprisonment those of their number who had been committed to custody in the early stages of the riot, and finally launched an attack on the county gaol. Only the arrival of troops, the resort to firearms, and the loss of several lives ended the disturbance. At Nottingham the crowd stormed the Castle, the property of the Tory Duke of Newcastle, and burnt it to the ground. Though a detachment of hussars prevented further damage to the town, various groups roamed round the neighbourhood attacking the country houses of anti-reform gentry. The house of Mr. Musters was pillaged and his invalid wife, forced to take hiding in the grounds on a cold and rainy autumn night, subsequently died of shock and exposure. Behind the movement for political reform was now raised the spectre of class war; and for the first time since the Civil War English country houses were put in a state of armed defence.


Peel, whose children were in Staffordshire, left London on 12 October to see to their safety. Wedged into the heart of the midland industrial area, Drayton Manor was peculiarly open to attack. Nottingham was thirty miles to the north-east; Derby about twenty miles north; Birmingham—where the Political Union had just held a mass-meeting and was about to plan the organisation of an armed national guard—was only about ten miles to the south-west; and Coventry, another industrial trouble-spot, about twenty miles south-east. The next great outburst of violence, however, came in another quarter. Parliament was prorogued on 20 October and a week later Sir Charles Wetherell, who was recorder of Bristol, arrived in the city for the customary gaol-delivery. The appearance of such a notorious figure started a riot which, as a result of civic timidity and local military incompetence, degenerated into a saturnalia of destruction. For three days the mob ruled the city and when their rule ended the Mansion House, the bishop’s palace, three gaols, the Customs and Excise Houses, and many private dwellings were in smoking ruins, while in the gutters lay the charred corpses of drunken rioters. To Peel, brooding over the state of England as he walked the stubble-fields of Drayton after his neglected partridges, the only consolation was that violence might produce its own antidote.




There is yet a hope [he wrote to Henry Hobhouse on 30 November] that by diligently reading the lessons which have been written in blood at Bristol … that class of the People which has either Property or sense may learn the risk or rather the certain price of revolutions. How you must be disgusted at seeing the influence which is now exercised on the councils and destinies of old England by the whole reptile tribe of spouters at public meetings, newspaper editors, Attwoods, O’Connells, Edmonds and Lord Durhams. It is quite sickening … I wish you could come and see us here and watch the tardy progress of my new house. I am just importing carbines, as I mean to defend my old one as long as I can.23





He was not the only landowner to turn his thoughts to the arming and garrisoning of his house that winter. At Clumber, the Duke of Newcastle’s country house, the great rooms were stripped of their furniture, paintings, and ornaments, and a force of two hundred men with ten three-pounder cannon installed in readiness for an attack. The Duke of Rutland at Belvoir ordered powder and shot from Woolwich and set an artillery sergeant to drill his servants and labourers daily in the handling of the castle guns.24 Hobhouse himself, who on the news of the Bristol riots had hastened home to Somerset, ‘not knowing what might be the fate of my house and family’, commented bitterly on this new phenomenon in English social life. ‘Look at any country house which has been built in England for three hundred years,’ he wrote to Peel on 11 December, ‘and you will see that the owners have never dreamed of being obliged to provide against the attack of a Mob.’25


But while taking precautions against popular violence and advising his friends to do the same,26 Peel was faced with a new turn in the political crisis. Through the initiative of Palmerston, one of the more conservative members of Grey’s sorely divided cabinet, an approach was made to Lords Wharncliffe and Harrowby to explore the possibility of mutual concessions over the bill. Wharncliffe called on Grey in the middle of November and though nothing definite was decided, it seemed that there might be a chance of compromise. On the 21st Wharncliffe wrote to both Peel and Wellington to sound their attitude. Peel, who had already heard from more than one quarter what was in the wind, replied discouragingly. He said he must keep himself unfettered until he could go to London and talk with others of the party, and expressed considerable doubt on the probability of any major concessions by the government. Wellington, to whom he sent the correspondence, replied in similar vein; and Herries and Holmes, on behalf of the party men in London, sent immediate approval for Peel’s letter. The mere talk of concessions, coming on top of the rumoured divisions in the cabinet and the ministers’ known anxieties at the state of the country, put new heart in the opposition. Peel told Holmes to send off letters for a good attendance when parliament met on 6 December and he himself travelled to town on 3 December to have some preliminary talks on union and tactics. Out of this new access of spirit came a not unimportant development. The Charles Street office, small and debt-ridden, had for some time been unsatisfactory and mainly through the efforts of Holmes a move was now set on foot to form a new meeting-place for the party. Peel and Wellington supported the project and after various discussions in January 1832 the Carlton Club was founded at a meeting under Lord Salisbury’s chairmanship in March. Some five hundred persons, mainly peers and M.P.s, put their names down as members; and the club, designed as both a social and political centre of activity—the first of its kind in party history—flourished from the start.


The significance of the Carlton, however, was for the future; the present lay with the Whigs. When the third reform bill was introduced in December it passed its second reading by a two to one majority. It was true that various concessions had been made, including the maintenance of the existing numbers in the House, for which the opposition had formerly fought in vain; and many ministerial supporters had been sobered by the bloodshed and violence of the autumn. But the essentials of the bill remained, and the knowledge that an increasing number of waverers on his own side were now prepared to support it probably infused a greater bitterness into Peel’s speech at the opening of the debate than he realised.27 Much of his speech on the second reading five days later was devoted to a long and unnecessary refutation of Macaulay, who in most of his reform speeches had contrived to remind Peel of his recantation over Catholic emancipation. On the previous evening (still nettled perhaps by his drubbing in September) he had come down to the House, as Peel put it, ‘with all the sweltering venom collected in the interval’, to launch another attack. Peel himself had been touched on the raw, for he gave a more elaborate explanation than the Commons had yet heard, of the circumstances which led him as minister to advocate and ultimately introduce the Catholic bill in 1829. But he ended with a solemn vindication of his position.




I am satisfied with the constitution under which I have lived hitherto, which I believe is adapted to the wants and habits of the people…. I will continue my opposition to the last, believing as I do, that this is the first step, not directly to revolution, but to a series of changes which will affect the property, and totally change the character, of the mixed constitution of this country. I will oppose it to the last, convinced that though my opposition will be unavailing, it will not be fruitless, because the opposition now made will oppose a bar to further concessions hereafter…. On this ground I take my stand, not opposed to a well-considered reform of any of our institutions which need reform, but opposed to this reform.28





It was a concise summary of the views he had maintained in public and private throughout the protracted contest, and it was the basis of his attitude towards waverers like Wharncliffe and Harrowby, who were assuming an increasingly important middle position between the two sides.


The size of the ministerial majority in December made nonsense in Peel’s view of various schemes being put forward by independent opposition members for a new compromise bill. In any case he recoiled from the odium and responsibility which would be theirs if they actually initiated a reform measure. It must be the government bill or nothing. The task of the opposition was to amend it as much as they could in committee so that the Lords could give it a second reading and amend it still further. If this was impossible, and he knew that it was improbable, then the only course was rejection. The House met again after Christmas and on 20 January resumed the familiar grind in committee which lasted up to March. But more important than the succession of amendments which Peel unsuccessfully moved during these weeks was the prospective struggle in the Lords. What was passing in the lower House was little more than a tedious formality before the real collision of power took place above. Holmes, who had close contacts with the other party, assured Peel early in January that a sufficient number of peers would be created to pass the bill and that the king would do all he was asked.29 This, within limits, was reasonably correct intelligence but it made no difference to Peel. When Harrowby on 4 February wrote to him suggesting that the best course of action was for the Lords to give a second reading to the bill and subsequently amend it in committee, Peel advised resistance. In the abstract he agreed that, since the measure was inevitable, it would be better to yield gracefully rather than suffer the indignity of a massive influx of new reforming peers. But after the events of 1831 it was impossible for any yielding to be graceful. The upper House would vindicate its honour and dignity more by compelling the government to carry its measure by the brute force of a peerage creation than by a tame surrender. He thought that no important concessions could now be wrested in committee, where the rules of the upper House forbade the use of proxy votes. In those circumstances the only prize to play for was such drastic and unpalatable action by the government as would deter them or their successors from any further inroads on the constitution. He insisted that he had no desire for office and no desire to obstruct the settlement of the reform question. But his fundamental conviction was clear. Victory could not be denied to the government; but it could be made a Pyrrhic victory. In that lay their last and only defence.


The bill passed its third reading in the Commons on 22 March, when Peel made one final elegiac speech on reform, admitting the need but opposing the extent to which the ministers had gone in answering that need; and his last vote like his first was cast against it. When it went up to the Lords, despite his counsel from without and the example of Wellington within, the growing body of waverers was sufficient to give it a second reading by the slender majority of nine votes; and it was ordered to go into committee after the Easter recess. In this new situation Peel was obliged to retreat to the second line of defence, whatever his private views were on its tenability. To Croker, who at Haddington’s request had drawn up a modified scheme of reform which was privately printed and circulated, he wrote later in April that he approved its general tenor and since Lords and Commons had now both accepted the principle of reform, all that was left was to try to lessen the effects of the inevitable evil. He felt a certain scruple at interfering in the affairs of the upper House, but in conversation with Harrowby he privately advocated much the same kind of amendments as were being hatched in the interval by Ellenborough, Lyndhurst, Wellington and a few other moderate peers. The basis of this new plan was the reduction in the number of both enfranchisements and disfranchisements, limitations on the £10 householder qualification, and the exclusion of borough properties from the county vote. To Ellenborough, who explained the details to him on 4 May, Peel showed himself helpful and sympathetic; and he stressed the tactical need to win over the Harrowby group and to explain at the earliest possible moment exactly how far they were prepared to go in reform.30


Three days later came the trial of strength in the House of Lords. On 7 May Lyndhurst carried an amendment against the government to postpone the disfranchising clauses, after which Ellenborough snatched the opportunity to outline the proposals which they intended to bring forward. Grey now faced the final challenge. Angry at the defection of the Waverers at what seemed the first test of their sincerity, and convinced that the opposition meant to take complete charge of the bill, the prime minister made up his mind to play the last card remaining to him. If that failed he was prepared to go out and leave the bill to his opponents. The following afternoon he and Brougham saw the king at Windsor and informed him that the cabinet would resign unless they were empowered to make at least fifty new peers. In January William had agreed to make sufficient peers to carry the bill if need arose; but in his subsequent uneasy communications with the cabinet he had made it plain that the numbers asked for must not be unreasonable. At no point had he talked in terms of more than forty creations. Now that he was faced with the large and naked figure of fifty, all his doubts and fears crystallised into stubborn decision. He could feel, with some justice, that from the start of the reform crisis he had been consistently deceived by his ministers—or they had deceived themselves—on the strength of parliamentary support for the measure they proposed. He had been asked for one concession after another, and it was time to call a halt. In a letter written the next day he accepted his ministers’ resignation and asked them to stay in office until their successors were appointed. The contingency which Peel had foreseen for over a year had arrived.


In the famous Days of May which followed, England came nearer to a national popular resistance than at any other time during the reform crisis. Countless meetings, processions, and petitions were organised all over the country; factories and shops were closed; several of the large industrial towns in the north virtually suspended business; the Common Council of the City followed by hundreds of other bodies petitioned the Commons to stop supplies; there was an organised run on the banks; there were public declarations to withhold taxes; and lower down in the ranks of the radical movement, talk of pikes and barricades. The most impressive aspect of the demonstration, however, was not the contingent threat of violence but the social solidity that lay behind it. At the centre of this angry vortex were the twenty or thirty opposition peers and politicians into whose hands the king had thrown the initiative. They were not particularly intimidated by the political excitement which was shaking the country; or if they were, they did not admit it. They were hardened to the turbulent habits of their countrymen; they had good nerves and were accustomed to the exercise of authority. Whatever faults were possessed by the governing class of early-nineteenth-century England, cowardice was not one. Divided and doubtful as most of them were on their course of action, the motives which prompted them were those of loyalty, political expediency, and in some cases at least, of statesmanlike principle. In the last resort it was the House of Commons and not the mob in the streets or the radicals of the Rotunda to whom they finally deferred.


On 9 May Lyndhurst on behalf of the king came to Peel and asked whether he would be prepared to take office. He had already been to Wellington who had expressed a readiness in or out of office to assist the formation of a new government. Peel understood that he was being asked to become prime minister on condition of honouring the king’s commitment to pass a wide measure of reform. He had no need to reflect on a decision which had long been present in his mind. He said at once that he could not take office on those terms. He was pledged against the bill and had made it clear to everyone that he was personally precluded from taking part in the kind of ministry now contemplated. If a mediator was wanted, he was not the man. The following morning there was a meeting of opposition M.P.s at Lord Stormont’s to consider how they should meet a motion of confidence in the outgoing ministry of which Lord Ebrington had given notice. Wellington and Lyndhurst called on Peel beforehand and it was agreed that they should confer again later in the day. After the party meeting Peel went to Apsley House taking Croker with him, and when Croker had the situation explained to him, he asked the crucial question: ‘Whom do you mean to put at the head?’ Lyndhurst gestured to Peel who replied in what Croker described as a tone of ‘concentrated resolution’ that he could not and would not have anything to do with a settlement of the reform question and that it was evident that it must be settled, and on the basis of the existing bill. Lyndhurst was unable to explain exactly what the king had in mind, but it was clear at least that he was committed to an ‘extensive’ reform. This for Peel was enough. He would not, he declared, go through the performance of 1829 over again.


There remained the question whether any more appropriate and mediating minister could be found. Croker mentioned the name of Harrowby, which was not received with enthusiasm by the duke. Walking back with Croker afterwards Peel suggested Manners Sutton, the Speaker. Croker paid little attention to this since, although he was adamant against taking office himself in a reform ministry, he thought with peculiar illogic that Peel should; and the next day, 11 May, composed a long letter designed to persuade him to do so. But it is possible that Peel made the same suggestion to others—Baring, Fitzgerald, and Manners Sutton himself. He would not form a government personally; he did not think that the duke, even more heavily committed against reform, should attempt it; but Manners Sutton was in the unique position of a conservative politician who by reason of his office was publicly uncommitted on reform. In the meantime, however, the duke received the backing of the ultra-Tory peers for a Tory ministry which would at least unseat the Whigs, even if it had regrettably to pass their measure; and thus encouraged he went forward with the task of finding suitable timber for building a cabinet. He met discouragingly small response from the leading men of the party whom he approached; and the odd circumstance that it was not yet settled who was to be the head of the new ministry hardly assisted his efforts.


On Saturday, 12 May, Peel had an interview with the king, who invited him to take office though he did not specify in what capacity. Peel, who had just come from a long and acrimonious argument on the subject with Croker, shortly and firmly refused. His example probably weighed with others, for Goulburn, Herries, C. W. Wynn, Manners Sutton, and Alexander Baring all declined to serve with the duke, though the last was ready to take office if Manners Sutton would. Finally Wellington on Sunday evening sent for the Speaker once more and invited him to take the premiership. Sutton was hesitant and nervously voluble. Without giving a definite answer he treated Wellington, Lyndhurst and Baring to a two-hour description of his situation and feelings which made the coarse, impatient Lyndhurst swear afterwards that he would have nothing to do with such ‘a damned tiresome old bitch’. However, Manners Sutton had asked for a day’s grace in which to consider the matter and when he consulted Peel and Fitzgerald the next morning they both advised him to accept. By this time both Lyndhurst and the duke were beginning to regret their offer and it was doubtful in any case how far the ultra-Tory peers would welcome the Speaker in place of the duke as their commander. Yet as Hardinge pointed out, with more truth than kindness, Manners Sutton was ‘not to be estimated by his real ability but by the reunion of many advantages, which no other man can possess’.31 He had the respect of the House, had heard all the reform debates, and was the only uncommitted man in the Commons. The comedy, however, was by this time nearly over. Manners Sutton took the chair as usual on Monday, 14 May, and he had for obvious reasons asked that nothing should be known in parliament of his readiness to take office. The House of Commons assumed therefore that the Duke of Wellington was premier-designate and since Saturday it was also being confidently asserted that the new ministry would be pledged to pass an extensive measure of reform. The unnatural combination produced a bitter and prolonged scene in the House. Violent attacks were made on the duke from the Whig benches but what completed the ruin of his cause in the lower House were two statements from the Tory side. Baring, who had agreed to serve under Manners Sutton and was considered as a possible leader of the House, had little chance to assert his powers of leadership. Appalled by the rain of attacks on the duke he finally suggested a compromise on the basis of the retention of Schedule A in return for the abandonment of peerage creations; and agreed that it would be a calamity if the Whig ministers left office. The rout of the duke was completed by Inglis, spokesman of the high-principled Tory Anglicans, who denounced Wellington’s behaviour as a fatal violation of public confidence.


Peel tried briefly to moderate the tone of the debate. While not contradicting the explicit assumption made by Russell that he would not join and could not support the new ministry, he went out of his way to pay a compliment to the courage and honour of the duke, whatever decision he might ultimately adopt.32 He left the House before the debate ended and over dinner at Whitehall Gardens with Hardinge, Dawson, Goulburn, Croker, Lord Stormont, and his brother, William Peel, he forcibly expressed his opinion that the game was up and that the return of the Whigs was infinitely preferable to a Wellingtonian or indeed any anti-reform ministry which merely took office in order to carry reform. Hardinge, who shared his views, was anxious that he should go at once to Wellington. In view of the divergent attitudes they had taken, Peel was reluctant to do so unless the duke should express a wish to confer with him. A hurried note from Hardinge to Apsley House brought a few lines from a somewhat surprised duke who had been under the impression that the debate was going well. However, he replied that he would be delighted to meet Peel or anybody else from the House of Commons. Since the Speaker had promised to give Wellington his final decision that night as soon as the House rose, he took Peel, Hardinge, and Croker along in his coach at midnight to call on the waiting duke. All talk of a Manners Sutton administration was silently dropped; the only consideration of importance was the attitude of the House of Commons. After much argument it was at last agreed, on Peel’s proposal, that Wellington should inform the king that it was impossible to form a Tory administration and that in order to save him as far as possible from the painful necessity of creating fresh peers, the duke would withdraw his opposition to the bill.33


The Days of May thus ended in a day of dupes. But when Peel rose the next morning he felt pleased and relieved at the night’s work. Between them all they had saved Wellington from an immense blunder. Manners Sutton had been a respectable candidate as ‘mediating minister’, but Peel had probably only put him forward as the lesser evil. It is unlikely that he seriously thought he had much chance of success. An attempt by the duke to form a government, however, would have meant not only failure but ignominy. To Ellenborough, who was one of Peel’s first visitors, he observed pungently that ‘the Tory party would have been disgraced by accepting office to carry the Reform bill after all that had been said by them against it’.34 Yet the fact remained that the two leaders of the party, one in the upper and the other in the lower House, with identical views on reform, had differed diametrically on policy. The duke’s motives in consenting to form an administration were simple. He was ready to respond with direct and disarming military duty to any call from the crown for his services; and he thought that since reform was inevitable, it was better done by ministers who would not need to subvert the House of Lords in order to carry it. Peel on the other hand thought that the constitution, and that party which stood for the conservation of the constitution, would best be served by an uncompromising resistance which would force their opponents into open coercion. To endure coercion would subvert the House of Lords less than a dishonourable connivance at reform. What mattered was not the physical but the moral degradation of the peers. In the final analysis his stubborn and negative attitude was the primary factor in bringing about the result he desired. He might not have been able to control the House of Commons had he become prime minister; but it was obvious that without him no one else could. As Wellington wrote that same day to the Duke of Buckingham, ‘there was an end to it when I found that I could neither form a government nor find support for the government in the House of Commons’. To William IV it was self-evident where the attempt had failed. In the next few doubtful days when he was negotiating with Grey he still kept in mind the possibility of one last appeal to the recalcitrant leader of the opposition in the lower House. Writing to Wellington from Court on 16 May the Earl of Munster (the king’s eldest son by Mrs. Jordan) emphasised ‘for God’s sake, be sure, if the King is driven to the wall, of Peel An appeal to him and his countrymen could not be disregarded. Unless you have Peel, the House of Commons cannot be managed.’35


Yet Peel himself did not come through the Days of May without blame. He was accused of want of moral courage, of selfishness, and of disloyalty to the duke. It was insinuated that he had put forward Manners Sutton as his stalking-horse, to play Addington to his Pitt, so that he could later reap the reward of office without the price of apostasy. The worst slash of all, whether intended or not, came from Wellington. In his explanatory speech to the Lords he drew an acid comparison between his own behaviour and that of prudent men who had ulterior considerations in mind and looked only at consistency. All the world took this as a reference to Peel and the wounds of 1830 were visibly opened once more. Forced now into an explanation of his own, Peel the following evening took pains in the Commons to acknowledge the honourable motives of those who had differed from him and to deplore his temporary separation ‘from that man whom I chiefly honour’. But he riposted sharply by saying that Wellington’s feelings of shame had he not consented to assist the king in his difficulty would have been his if he had consented. In the circumstances it was perhaps impossible for either to vindicate himself without implicitly condemning the other. But it was this final episode rather than November 1830 which turned coolness into separation. In the summer of 1831 when alone in town, Peel had called each day on either Aberdeen or the duke. After May 1832 came a gradual freezing of relations which was to last for another two years.36


III


It was the end of the crisis, though this was not obvious until 18 May when the king at last pledged himself irrevocably to make enough peers to pass the bill. Wellington and Lyndhurst had already agreed to abandon their personal opposition and the other Tory peers, privately warned by Taylor, the king’s secretary, generally abstained from attendance. Passing rapidly through committee, the bill was given a third reading on 4 June and became law three days later. In the House of Commons the rest of the session was taken up with the Scottish and Irish reform bills, Althorp’s belated budget, and attempts by the government, consistently supported by Peel, to meet the immediate consequences of the tithe war in Ireland and devise some permanent solution for that intractable problem. The more mundane politicians of the party turned their thoughts to electioneering. Though Croker swore he would never sit in a reformed parliament (and kept his word), and the duke saw the future with a matter-of-fact pessimism which seemed to take into account every possible disaster, an election committee was set up at the end of May to obtain information about the new boroughs. After the fever of excitement in which the country had lived for eighteen months, it was a relief for some to return to the normalities of party management.


Parliament was prorogued on 16 August. Peel had already departed to Drayton earlier that month and he read the newspaper accounts of the last weeks of debate with the detached contentment of one who had finished with such matters for a long time to come. His great new house was now rising before the windows of the old, and politics were consciously put aside as he corresponded with Croker on the rival merits of battlements and parapets, or took his Staffordshire neighbours to admire his stables and farmyard and the flower-gardens which Gilpin had laid out around the half-built mansion.37 His brother Lawrence with Lady Jane took refuge at Drayton from the cholera scare in Worcestershire, but otherwise August passed quietly. For September he invited Henry Baring, Holmes and Bonham. Since all three belonged to the inner group of politicians who carried out the detailed work of party management, the choice was not perhaps accidental even though Holmes had to cry off till later in the autumn. Bonham was a recent acquisition to the party. A middle-aged bachelor of Anglo-Irish family, an Oxonian and a member of Lincoln’s Inn, he had some private means and in 1830, probably through the influence of Planta, then treasury secretary, he entered parliament as member for Rye. Though he lost his seat in 1831, he remained active as one of the party’s unofficial managers and his obvious taste and talent for electioneering made him even in 1832 one of the most useful and indefatigable members of the election committee. Rough, discreet and loyal, he attached himself to Peel from the start. The two men were much of an age (Bonham was forty-seven to Peel’s forty-four) and between them there soon developed a close friendship which was to survive all the vicissitudes of politics in the next twenty years.


In October, Herries, Goulburn, Croker and Holmes spent a week at Drayton. They found their host in unusually good spirits and in no way disposed to take a gloomy view of the political future of the country. Croker grumpily ascribed this to his sanguine temper rather than to his judgement; but if so, it was not a sudden mood. Other observers during the year had noticed the contrast between Wellington’s irritable pessimism and Peel’s calmness over the probable effects of the reform act. Princess Lieven, who listened to both men over her dinner table in February, explained the difference as one between a man of forty and one of seventy.38 Even apart from the unkind addition of seven years to the duke’s age which this physiological explanation involved, there were perhaps other reasons. Peel had foreseen for so long the certain victory of reform that by 1832 it no longer had the terror of novelty, even though intellectually he might agree with much of Wellington’s more emotional reaction. Moreover he drew a distinction between the crude political attempts of the ultra-Tories to evict Grey’s ministry at all costs and with any kind of ally, and the growth in the country of a wider feeling on behalf of law, order, and government, ready (as he wrote to Croker in 1831) ‘to support monarchy, property and public faith, wherever attacked’.39 Both called themselves Conservative, in the new phrase borrowed from continental politics and becoming increasingly popular since the Quarterly had used it in January 1830;40 but the essence of conservatism to Peel’s mind was an attitude to politics, not party tactics—an ethic rather than an interest. It was to give time for this attitude to develop and strengthen that he wished the battle over reform to be fought to the last. From this point of view the interminable sessions of 1831 and 1832 had not been in vain, and he could look back at his own part in them with some satisfaction.


From the day when the Whig ministry first exposed their intentions, Peel’s views had been consistent and logical. He had been appalled by Grey’s radicalism and angered by what seemed a violation of the constitution. In his judgement the prime minister had first invited disorder and violence by putting forward an extreme measure at a time of popular excitement; and having secured his democratic backing had then proceeded to a course of arbitrary government, coercing in turn the House of Commons, the crown, and the House of Lords. Looking to Grey’s actions, rather than to his motives, Peel was neither unreasonable nor alone in holding this view. Grey never expected his bill to raise the opposition it did. Had he or most of his cabinet been able to anticipate the enforced dissolution of parliament, the quarrel with the king, and the coercion of the Lords, the reform bill which Russell introduced in March 1831 would have been much more moderate. Grey had been right in estimating the popularity of his measure; but he had profoundly miscalculated the temper of the three elements of the political constitution—king, lords and commons—which alone could give legal sanction to his proposals.41 Once committed, he could not turn back; but he only won through to the end after precipitating the most prolonged and dangerous crisis in the country’s history since the Revolution of 1688. It was not merely what the Reform Act was, but how it had been passed, that provided the danger to the constitution. It was true that the two aspects could not be divorced. The extremism of the bill provoked the extremism of the opposition; and his opponents bore their share of responsibility for the excitement raised in the country at large.


Peel, almost from the start and certainly after the dissolution, realised the inevitable success of the bill. The nature of its provisions made it in effect an appeal to the country. The general election of 1831 merely registered in the court of the lower House a judgement delivered by the people outside. Granted the certain victory of reform, the only way of limiting its dangerous effects was to ensure that its passage to the statute book was made as painful as possible. Instead of being an inspiration, it should be a warning to future reformers. As he wrote to Harrowby in February 1832,




Why have we been struggling against the Reform Bill in the House of Commons? Not in the hope of resisting its final success in that House, but because we look beyond the Bill, because we know the nature of popular concessions, their tendency to propagate the necessity for further and more extensive compliances. We want to make the ‘descensus’ as ‘difficilis’ as we can—to teach young inexperienced men charged with the trust of the government that, though they may be backed by popular clamour, they shall not override on the first springtide of excitement every barrier and breakwater raised against popular impulses; that the carrying of extensive changes in the Constitution without previous deliberation shall not be a holiday task; that there shall be just what has happened—the House sick of the question, the Ministers repenting they brought it forward, the country paying the penalty for the folly and incapacity of its rulers. All these are salutary sufferings, that may I trust make people hereafter distinguish between the amendment, and the overturning of their institutions.42





Admitting the premiss, it was a justifiable policy. In 1832 it was still not certain that the Reform Act would fail to produce the destructive effects which its opponents prophesied.


Yet in maintaining this attitude, Peel had been obliged to thread a narrow path between alternating dangers; to oppose reform in detail without opposing in principle; to admit the certainty of the reform victory while trying to mitigate its results; to criticise the Whigs while refusing to take their place; to join the ultra-Tories in opposition but not in office. As the battle of reform swirled backwards and forwards, and his own moods inevitably fluctuated with it, he had to defend first one and then the other flank of his entrenched position. In the heat and dust of the conflict, it was not surprising that his shifts of emphasis to conform with a constantly shifting situation seemed to many people evasive, half-hearted, and opportunistic. By looking to the future he forfeited much of the present; and the reform crisis left him more unpopular and more estranged from his party than he had been even in November 1830. There was, however, this substantial consolation. He had come through the crisis with his character uncompromised, and his future policy uncommitted. If one of the secrets of politics is to preserve freedom of action, that he had secured. If there was, as he believed, a large potential conservative feeling in the country which could be rallied in defence of government in the post-reform era, then the future was not without hope. Despite all his parliamentary miscalculations, Grey had succeeded in satisfying a deep national demand and a new alignment of forces was now possible. Peel in the end owed more to Grey’s courage and imagination than it was possible for him to admit in the autumn of 1832. For Grey’s work was ended; Peel’s about to begin.
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CHAPTER 2


CONSERVATIVE OPPOSITION





After some delay, caused by the preliminary registration of electors prescribed by the Reform Act, parliament was dissolved early in December. With the crisis behind them, the Conservative opposition faced the contest of the polls with equanimity. They could not expect to win, but they thought at least that the disaster of 1831 would be partially retrieved. At a house dinner at the Carlton in November, attended by Peel, Manners Sutton, Scarlett, Herries, Bonham, Holmes and other good party men, there was a festive and optimistic atmosphere. Electioneering had already started and the reports coming in were remarkably sanguine. Holmes, the veteran expert, though abandoning on score of expense any attempt to get himself returned, assured Peel that the party would do well in England and Ireland, though not in whiggish Scotland where reform had worked a greater electoral revolution than in the other two kingdoms. Hardinge’s forecast was that the opposition would muster 250. Bonham’s calculations put the figure even higher, though Ellice, the rival Whig manager, was only prepared to concede them 136.1 Peel at Tamworth, sharing an uncontested return with Lord Charles Townshend, had little more to do than give a banquet to his supporters; but he assiduously went round his constituency (now enlarged under the act into a semi-rural district), canvassing nearly 600 electors and only meeting three refusals.2 Since he had successfully fought for the retention of Tamworth’s two members and at his election dinner promised to support the abolition of slavery and declared his acceptance of the Reform Act, his return passed off in a more cordial atmosphere than in 1831.


It was a different story elsewhere; and as the general election continued, the opposition saw the fool’s paradise in which they had been lingering collapse like pasteboard around them. With many new constituencies, an enlarged franchise, and the disappearance of old strongholds, electoral prognostication was bound in any case to be a hazardous business. What ruined the estimates of the opposition managers were incalculable factors: the strong tide of excitement still running in the country, the expectations which parliamentary reform had raised, and the anti-Tory animus resulting from the passions of the past eighteen months. In the event they suffered a smash worse than that of 1831. When all the returns were in, Ellice’s estimate of the previous November, which had then been taken as cheerful partisan bluff, was seen to be only a degree short of the truth. As reported to Peel early in January, the prospective state of the new House was Conservatives 150, ministerialists about 320, radicals and Irish repealers not less than 190. Some estimates put the Conservative total even lower. In any case they were now the third and smallest party in the legislature, alongside the Whigs and the radical monster they had engendered. The Conservative revival, which was easy to credit in the club-rooms of the Carlton, patently lacked impetus and organisation, perhaps any real existence, in the constituencies. More than ever the Reform Act appeared not the end but the beginning of a new radical era.


Among the laments, excuses and recriminations that swelled Peel’s postbag were some outright counsels of despair. Lord Mahon suggested that the Conservatives should yield to the radicals the customary opposition benches to the left of the Speaker and take their place near the gangway as a visible confession that ‘we as a party are suspended; or at least that from our weakness we must be umpires rather than parties in the great struggle which the new House is so shortly to witness’.3 To Aberdeen it seemed that Peel would be placed ‘in a new and, I fear, painful situation in the House of Commons’. Peel, however, as he shot partridges at Drayton or made his round of the great country houses after Christmas, saw no cause for panic. Writing to condole with Sir George Clerk on his defeat in Midlothian, he spoke sympathetically of his ‘despair of any effectual struggle against the new voters—particularly the residents in Towns and Villages’ and of the miscalculations of ‘our too confident friends in Carlton Terrace’.4 Yet bad as the situation was, it was not hopeless and he was clear in his own mind how he should meet it. The function of the Conservative party, however small, must be to resist the further encroachments of radical democracy which could be expected from the verdict of the polls. Their policy should be to observe the reaction of the government before taking action themselves. If ministers and radicals combined, they must be resisted. If ministers resisted the radicals, they should be supported.


To Goulburn, who wrote advocating a union of all the forces of the right as the only means of forming a strong party, he showed a discouraging caution and scepticism; and beneath his temperate language Goulburn sensed a marked unwillingness still to enter into any combination with the ultra-Tories. He did not think discussion on general topics would be much help; he was not prepared to make concessions on policy merely to obtain followers. As for what the Conservative party stood for, other than the general principle of order and authority:




I suppose the 140 members of whom you speak will agree as to the strict appropriation of Church property to purposes bona fide connected with the interests of the established religion, and to purposes for which in principle it was originally designed; as to the resistance of all such schemes as excluding the Church from the House of Lords; as to protection to agriculture, the maintenance of public faith to the public creditor, and generally, resistance to the real tyranny which mobs and newspapers, if aided by a popularity-hunting Government, will infallibly establish. I think such a party acting with temperance and firmness and avoiding a Union with Radicals for the mere purpose of annoyance to the Government will soon find in circumstances a bond of Union and will ultimately gain the confidence of the Property and good sense of the Country.5





If this rough draft of Conservative strategy was deliberately left vague, it at least allowed him flexibility in tactics and room, should he ever come to power, for writing in the details of policy according to circumstances. Though it contained a kernel of political philosophy, it was a politician’s and not a philosopher’s programme of action. Socially, moreover, he lent himself to party purposes, joining a Tory shooting party organised by the Duke of Cumberland at Kew which included Wellington, Chandos and Holmes, and attending a party dinner at the Carlton on the eve of session. Indeed it was at Peel’s suggestion that the decision was taken to serve late suppers at the club so that members could go there after the evening’s debates in the Commons.6 If the party was diminished, under the impact of disaster it was showing some signs of consolidation; and dinners were perhaps as important as discussions for bringing men together again.


Parliament opened on 29 January and the first week was occupied in electing a new Speaker and taking the prescribed oaths. In the House of Commons it was a strange and disorderly assembly. Not much more than half of them had sat in the preceding parliament and many new members seemed ill at ease in their environment, like boys at the start of the first term at school. There were some unusual characters among them: Attwood, the currency crusader, who had come in for Birmingham; Gully, the prizefighter and racehorse owner; and the stout figure of Cobbett, white-haired and ruddy-complexioned, with rustic accent and equalitarian manners, who at first plumped himself down on the Treasury bench on the principle that the House knew no distinction of seating. The Conservative members found themselves sitting pellmell with radicals and Irish, who even invaded the front bench and drove Peel out of his usual place to one nearer the Speaker, while O’Connell swaggered about the floor of the House attended by his tail of obsequious followers, talking and gesticulating to other members of his party on the benches in a conscious pose of authority. To Peel it seemed a House different in tone and character from any he had seen: asperity, rudeness and self-assertive independence within, mixed with fawning references to the power of the public without.7 The real feature of the 1833 House of Commons, however, was not the individual eccentrics thrown up by the first election under the Reform Act nor the relatively small left wing of extreme radicals, but the lack of purpose and discipline on all sides of the House. The task of government, difficult enough before, was going to be even more difficult in future.


Conscious of the unruly nature of the new assembly, the government invited Manners Sutton, who had retired from the Speakership at the close of the previous session, to stand again for the Chair. This gesture to an opponent was prompted not only by genuine respect for his abilities but, as Althorp wrote to him, ‘still more from the peculiar circumstances of the ensuing meeting of Parliament, where above all other times to have a Speaker whose experience is so great and whose authority will be so unbounded with all the old Members at least is an object of the greatest and most essential importance’.8 It was a popular as well as a sensible choice; and though Hume and O’Connell demonstrated their anti-Tory sentiments by putting forward Littleton as a reluctant Liberal candidate, they could only muster thirty-one votes in his favour. This was satisfactory as far as it went; but it was clear where trouble could be expected, and there were issues more controversial than the Speakership on which additional support could be obtained. The king’s speech the following month unfolded some of them: foreign affairs, new charters for the Bank of England and the East India Company, reform of Church revenues, and repression of Irish disorders. The prospect of yet another Irish coercion act provoked an immediate onslaught from O’Connell on what with his habitual vocabulary he called ‘a bloody, brutal unconstitutional address’; and a series of amendments from the Irish and radicals prolonged the debate over four nights. Stanley, the Irish Secretary, on whom much of the invective was centred, returned the fire of his attackers with skill and venom. But he received remarkably little support from his colleagues and on the Liberal benches as a whole there was some embarrassment at inaugurating a reform session with a measure which in the past they had liked to associate solely with their opponents.


On the third night Peel intervened. It was precisely the kind of situation he had anticipated and he used it with immense effect. He spoke for two hours, with what his late antagonist J. C. Hobhouse described as good sense, good feeling and great eloquence; and was cheered repeatedly on both sides of the House. From the start he obtained complete mastery over his audience and to the many new members who had never heard him before it was a consummate demonstration of the talents to which he owed his commanding position. ‘That is a handy fellow, that leader of yours’, old Cobbett exclaimed to Holmes afterwards. ‘If he would place himself at the head of the Movement we would turn these fellows out in twenty-four hours.’9 He gained the sympathy of his audience by a brief, unsentimental reference to the changed position of himself and his party in the new House. He carefully reserved his position on the appropriation of Church funds for other than religious purposes. He paid a neat and loudly applauded compliment to Stanley—‘I rather think I should hear fewer complaints … if the right hon. gentleman were a less powerful opponent in debate’—and he dealt trenchantly with O’Connell’s campaign for the repeal of the Union. But what men remembered most about the speech was his attitude to the government and future legislation. It was his duty, he declared, to support the crown in the measures proposed for Ireland, not because he wished or hoped to return to office, nor because he felt increased confidence in the government, but on grounds of public interest.




The great change that had recently taken place in the constitution of the House, justified and required from public men a different course of action. Formerly there were two great parties in the state, each confident in the justice of its own views, each prepared to undertake the government upon the principles which it espoused. All the tactics of party were then resorted to, and justifiably resorted to, for the purpose of effecting the main object,—that of displacing the government. He doubted whether the old system of party tactics were applicable to the present state of things—whether it did not become men to look rather to the maintenance of order, of law, and of property, than to the best mode of annoying and disquieting the government. He saw principles in operation, the prevalence of which he dreaded as fatal to the well-being of society; and whenever the king’s government should evince a disposition to resist those principles, they should have his support; when they encouraged them, his decided opposition.





As for the rage for reforming legislation evident in the House, as though everything in the past had been wrong and a remodelled legislature would set everything in future right, he flatly denied that he had ever been an enemy to gradual and temperate reform.




He was for reforming every institution that really required reform; but he was for doing it gradually, dispassionately, and deliberately, in order that reform might be lasting…. The king’s government had abstained from all unseemly triumph in the king’s speech respecting the measure of reform. He would profit by their example, and would say nothing upon that head, but consider that question as finally and irrevocably disposed of. He was now determined to look forward to the future alone, and considering the constitution as it existed, to take his stand on main and essential matters.





His purpose was clear. In a confused political situation and a frothy, indisciplined legislature, he held up the standard not of reaction but of sense, firmness and moderation. It was a rallying-call to which a surprisingly large number of the House of Commons responded. Without compromising himself with the Whigs, at one stroke he had re-established his stature as a national leader. As Greville acutely observed, he had ‘contrived to transfer to himself personally much of the weight and authority which he had previously held as the organ and head of a great and powerful party’. In that case there was a further implicit conclusion of some consequence for the future. If his party were ever to become great and powerful again, it would only be by accepting his leadership and his principles. What remained to be seen was how fast and how far they would travel down the road which he opened up for them that evening.


Whatever lay ahead, however, the effect on the House of Commons, as Croker noted, was ‘instantaneous and prodigious’. The uneasy Liberal members were brought to their senses, the debate moderated, and the following night handsome majorities of eight and ten to one demonstrated the numerical insignificance of the extreme radical and Irish groups when thrown back on their own resources. Nevertheless, when the Irish coercion bill, first introduced in the upper House, came down to the Commons at the end of February, it contained strong meat for tender Liberal stomachs: powers to proclaim disturbed districts, curfew regulations, a species of military law, and special courts-martial to try offences under the act. After a preliminary and successful delaying motion, the debate even on the first reading lasted five nights. Althorp, opening the proceedings, made a weak speech; there was considerable opposition; and only Stanley with his aristocratic and scornful oratory seemed a match for the bitter onslaughts of the Irish and radicals. Once more, on 1 March, Peel came to the rescue of the government with a speech that even Arbuthnot described as ‘magnificent’, reading new members a brief lecture on the different functions of the first reading, committee stage, and second reading of a bill, and reinforcing Stanley’s catalogue of crime with fresh evidence of his own. He emphasised, as he had done for years, that the root of Ireland’s trouble was social—poverty, over-population and underemployment—to which the only checks had been the failure of the potato crop, famine and disease. He admitted that for these evils repression was no relief; but what remedies could be applied as long as anarchy remained? ‘Coercion is not a cure; but continued insurrection is positive death.’ Then, inspired to passion and eloquence by his own dark memories of Ireland, he denounced the political agitation which encouraged the terrible continuance of crime—196 murders, 194 burnings, 1,827 burglaries and attacks on houses in a single province in a single year—and the ‘load of agony’ inflicted by Irishmen on Irishmen, unchecked by ordinary law or human pity. If, in his earlier great speech of the session, he had been the Peel of political sense and high principle, this was another person less often shown to the House: the Peel of sensibility and indignation. It was none the less effective; and the bill passed its first reading by a triumphant majority of 466 to 89, the most emphatic support it was destined to receive. Despite concessions from the government, it was still sharply criticised in committee and abstentions by discontented Liberals and disappointed Conservatives at times reduced the ministerial majority to little more than a hundred before it safely passed its third reading and returned to the Lords. When it was through Stanley, between whom and O’Connell an almost personal vendetta had developed, retired to the Colonial Office and J. C. Hobhouse took his uncomfortable place as Irish Secretary.


Long before this, however, the government had given notice of a bill for Irish Church reform on which collaboration between ministers  and conservative opposition was immeasurably less easy to obtain. Though religion was not the touchstone of politics, it came nearer to being so than most other issues. Yet if it could unite the Conservatives, it could equally effectively split the Liberals. For the leaders on both sides, therefore, the reconciliation of tactics and principles was not simple. The repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts in 1828 and Catholic emancipation in 1829 had not so much disarmed the critics of the established Church as exposed to them its weaknesses. The third chapter of the revolutionary trilogy, the Reform Act of 1832, further encouraged the formidable alliance of political radicalism and religious dissent. There was a widespread demand for the abolition of tithes, church rates, and the Establishment’s monopoly of baptismal, marriage and funeral ceremonies; there was a jealous and exaggerated impression of its wealth; and in the background lurked the ultimate threat of disestablishment. If another attack on the Church was to be launched in the guise of liberal reform, there were many Conservatives (led by the two university representatives, Inglis for Oxford and Peel’s close friend, Goulburn, for Cambridge) ready to oppose at the outset any concessions. In this they were only reflecting the opinions of a growing body of churchmen throughout the country who, after the catastrophic events of the past five years, were beginning to view the issue in the fundamental terms of an erastian State set against a spiritual Church. That July, in a famous assize sermon, Keble denounced the Irish Church bill as an act of national apostasy and the first year of the reformed parliament saw the foundation of the Oxford Movement. Peel was not so apprehensive nor so intransigent as his High Church colleagues. He accepted the need for administrative reform in both the English and Irish Churches and perhaps for some concessions of expediency to Dissenters and Roman Catholics. He thought that the best preliminary defence of the Establishment was its reorganisation and reform. Yet he was not prepared to see its position weakened and its property impounded by a legislature which had constitutionally ceased to be even a Protestant, let alone an Anglican assembly, and openly numbered in its ranks Catholics, Dissenters, Unitarians and free-thinkers.


The Irish Church bill announced by Althorp early in the session neither proclaimed nor rejected the controversial principle of lay appropriation. A tax was imposed on bishoprics and ordinary benefices in place of the old church cess for the upkeep of church buildings and other church purposes; ten redundant bishoprics were to be abolished; and the estates which formed the ordinary episcopal endowments were to be leased on new principles under the superintendence of a board of commissioners. This last device was expected to yield an increased revenue and the increase was to be regarded as the property of the State, to be appropriated for any purpose approved by parliament. The distinction between ordinary revenue and the ‘increase’ was a compromise designed to cover a divided cabinet. It was too subtle for a House of Commons in which both sides promptly claimed the bill as a vindication of their own principles. The ambiguity of the bill was not improved by the mismanagement of its opening stages. After the first reading on 11 March Althorp refused Peel’s plea for a month’s interval between the circulation of the printed bill and the second reading; but in the end there was almost eight weeks’ delay because of the government’s failure to observe the formalities incidental to a money bill. In the meantime the indefatigable Duke of Cumberland endeavoured without much success to stir up opposition among the Irish bishops. When the debate on the second reading finally took place in May, Shaw (the member for Dublin University) moved the outright rejection of the bill, supported by Estcourt and Inglis, his colleagues for Oxford University.


Peel, who had been arguing privately with Goulburn against the extreme Anglican attitudes proclaimed in the high Tory press, gave them carefully moderated assistance. As he had said in earlier discussions on the bill and emphasised once more, he was not opposed to a reform of the Irish Church or to parliamentary legislation. He did not hold, with the high Anglicans, that the coronation oath precluded the crown from assenting to alterations in the constitution of the Church nor that the Irish Act of Union involved the maintenance of that constitution in all its details. Yet he was not satisfied that evidence had been brought forward which justified the abolition often bishoprics; he objected to certain of the financial arrangements; and above all, he objected to the proposition that church property, when improved by an act of the legislature, could be diverted to secular purposes. It was this issue, as he made clear in an almost personal appeal to Stanley, which was the real stumbling-block. All other objections could be removed by discussion, but not that. To Cumberland, listening impatiently in the gallery, it seemed a shuffling speech. Nevertheless, if not inspiring, it was a clear enunciation of his position and it may have helped to resolve the tactics of a harassed and uncomfortable cabinet. The government gained an easy majority on the second reading but when the appropriation clause (no. 147) was reached in committee, Stanley announced that the ministers had decided to abandon it. In this the cabinet were thinking more of the prospective opposition in the Lords than immediate tactics in the Commons. But it was clear that on a principle where even Peel had declared his unalterable opposition, there was little chance of compromise with the Tory peers.


Not surprisingly the volte-face over clause 147 depressed the Liberals and enraged the Irish. It also surprised the Conservative opposition and for Peel it brought yet another complication. Behind the scenes he had been talking with the Archbishop of Canterbury, interviewing the agents of Irish episcopal estates, and labouring to get agreement with men like Goulburn on the wider issue of church endowment in Ireland. As always he looked to facts and consequences. The disordered state of Irish church finances, which bore most hardly on the lower clergy, had not been set right by the government’s compulsory Tithe Commutation Act of 1832. For the sake of the Church itself some further reorganisation of its other sources of revenue seemed necessary if the full social benefits of tithe commutation were to be realised. The financial provisions of the Irish Church bill, though not entirely unobjectionable, offered as good a practical arrangement as was likely to be secured under existing circumstances. ‘The great question, then, is this,’ he wrote to Goulburn on 24 June. ‘Is it best for the Church to submit to this Bill, or to speculate upon the chance of a better?’


There were also personal issues involved. In the preceding two years his relationship with Stanley had developed by small, almost imperceptible, but by no means unimportant degrees. They had served together on the select committee appointed in December 1831 to enquire into the collection and payment of Irish tithe. In April 1832, with Lord Grey’s assent, Stanley had confidentially submitted for Peel’s criticism (observing in his covering note that ‘there is no very great difference in the views which we entertain’) a memorandum on which he proposed to found the Committee’s report.10 In February 1833 came Peel’s public compliment in the debate on the Address, for which Stanley sent him a private note of thanks the following day.11 In May there was further correspondence on the Irish Church bill, which Peel passed on to Goulburn. It was evident that the ministry was divided on the principle of appropriation but Peel suspected that only a threat of resignation from Stanley had prevented a cabinet decision in its favour. Stanley, grandson of the Earl of Derby, a product of Eton and Christ Church, scholar, sportsman and orator, was at the age of thirty-three already an ornament to his party and a future candidate for the premiership. Less popular but infinitely more talented than Althorp, he had consistently overshadowed his nominal leader in the Commons. It was already a matter of curiosity whether he and his friends, Graham and Richmond, would remain content with current Whig policy or break away on a line of their own, particularly if Grey abandoned office. It was therefore obviously in Peel’s interest to encourage him, and through him the Church party in the cabinet. It was better tactics to draw together the conservative elements in government and opposition on an agreed measure of moderate reform, than be left in the ungrateful position of mediator between upper and lower Houses should the Lords reject the bill.


The remainder of the Irish Church bill had a relatively easy passage through committee and a number of minor amendments proposed by Peel were accepted without demur. Though he voted in the minority against the third reading in July, this was probably a merely formal act since there was no danger that the bill would be defeated. The real crisis would come in the Lords and it was to this that Peel now turned his thoughts and influence. More than the fate of the bill was in question. Though Wellington had so far refrained from any organised effort in the upper House against the government, there was mutual antipathy between him and Grey. In June the duke had carried a resolution on Portuguese policy against the ministry and in July the peers threw out Brougham’s local courts bill in the teeth of a savage warning from The Times,12 aimed particularly at the bishops, reminding them of their vulnerable position as heads of ‘the temporal church, with all its abuses, grievances, and administrative abominations’. This was a disquieting prelude to the Irish Church bill and even before it went up to the Lords, there was a buzz of speculation whether the government would resort to fresh peerage creations to force through the measure; whether they would resign if defeated; and what kind of ministry could be formed if they did. The withdrawal of clause 147 later in the month seemed to weaken the ministry rather than mollify the peers; and excitable Tory Bourbons, who had forgotten nothing and learned nothing from the events of 1832, already spoke of a possible new ministry under Manners Sutton. Equally excitable politicians on the other side of the House took fright as the day for the second reading in the Lords drew near. One of them, Sir John Wrottesley (Peel’s neighbour in Staffordshire), moved for a call of the House so that the Commons could be ready to support the government. Early in July Peel had been in touch with Wellington and was satisfied that he would not vote against the second reading;13  but the duke faced difficulties with his unruly followers and was himself apt to talk more violently than he acted. In the end he voted for the second reading, though he indicated that he would wish to make changes in committee; and the bill passed after a three-day debate by the not unhandsome majority of 59.


The following day (20 July) Peel took the unusual step of writing a long letter to the duke, the mere act of doing so marking his sense of the urgency of the occasion.




I am confident (even if you should not agree with me) that you will excuse me, for pressing upon your notice the following considerations before you enter upon the Committee of the Bill. First, is it possible to form a Government which shall command a Majority in the present House of Commons—or which shall either in this or any future House of Commons pass those Bills which are essential for the maintenance of the Church in Ireland? I allude particularly to the provision of a substitute for Church Cess, and also to the infinitely more important question, the provision of a substitute for Tithe. Unless the latter substitute be immediately found, there is an end in my opinion both of Tithe and any equivalent for it. I mention this the more, because I find that some Peers who are most bent on throwing out the Church Bill, have never considered the position of the Irish Church with respect to Tithe. But I will not trouble you with details. I will only mention those points which should, I think, be considered before the present Government has a fair cause given to it for escaping from its difficulties by resignation. Can thirty seats be vacated as they must be to enable the King to form a Government? Can the present Parliament be dissolved without the remaining estimates having been voted, and is there a chance that the present Parliament will vote them? In case the King should fail in forming a Government, or having formed one, that Government should be unable to maintain itself, will not the democratic party in the Country be greatly strengthened? Looking at the influence given to the dissenting interest in elections, is not a Church Question and particularly one connected with the Church in Ireland, a very unfavourable one for a General Election? Does not the present state of the West India Question present in itself alone, a very serious difficulty in the way of the formation of a Government? Both Houses of Parliament have pledged themselves to resolutions which it is equally difficult now, either to enforce or to abandon, and yet the promise of immediate Emancipation has gone forth to the West Indies. I have so strong an opinion on these points, and I differ so much from many of our friends as to the prospects and as to the advantages of gaining the support of Radicals for a Government acting on really Conservative principles, that I could not help writing to you, though I have little doubt that everything I have said has already occurred to your own mind.14





The duke replied on the 23rd. On the main issue he expressed complete agreement, though he was not hopeful of being able to make much improvement to the bill and was certain of incurring the indignation of many of his followers. ‘But it is better’, he added characteristically, ‘to displease them than to increase and aggravate the confusion of the times.’ In the event the agreed policy of the two Conservative leaders carried the day against the ultra-Tories and a handful of recalcitrant bishops. Though the government was pressed to the limit of concession in committee, the bill passed and in August the Commons accepted the revised text. The most dangerous crisis of the session was over and the ministry was still intact.


The remaining business of the Commons mainly revolved round the budget. In this field not only could Peel speak with the authority of an acknowledged expert, but he found himself in the more congenial role of assisting the government against the currency heresies and irresponsible economies demanded by radicals and agriculturalists. Early warning of the direction and spirit of the attack came in March, when Thomas Attwood moved for a select committee on distress among the labouring population. His motion was defeated, though only by thirty-four votes. The debate, however, enabled him to ride his hobby-horse of the iniquities of the return to gold in 1819 and the need to devalue the currency; and he was supported not only by English and Irish radicals but by a number of influential Tory agriculturalists, including Knatchbull and Chandos. A month later his kinsman Matthias Attwood renewed the proposal for a select committee, coupling it with a specific instruction to consider how far the existing monetary system had contributed to national distress. Althorp, while leaving open the question of enquiry, prepared to meet the resolution on currency with a direct negative. Nevertheless he was sufficiently alarmed to communicate with Peel beforehand on the question of tactics.15 Peel answered his call for assistance by coming down to the House and delivering a long and intricate speech, reviewing the whole course of financial policy since the war and its effects on industry and the working population.16  He ended his defence of the 1819 act by appealing to members to vote from a sense of national policy rather than of local interests. But neither his arguments nor his eloquence convinced the extreme agriculturalists of his party who followed Attwood into the lobby. However, the danger had been foreseen; the problem was large and technical; and on 24 April, after three nights of debate, the government received a comfortable majority.


Meanwhile, on 19 April, Althorp had introduced his budget. With an estimated revenue of £46½ million and an expenditure of £45, he was able to make a number of miscellaneous tax reductions which would leave him with a surplus of £500,000. Since the revenue was showing a tendency to fall rather than rise, Peel thought this was too fine a margin for safety. That, however, was not the general view of the House and attacks were promptly mounted against the two most unpopular items of revenue, the malt tax and the house and window tax. The first, which yielded nearly £5 million, Althorp had left intact; the second he had reduced only for shops and warehouses. On 26 April Chandos brought in a motion asking for relief for the agricultural interest which was defeated by less than thirty votes in a thin House. The same evening, with the House dispersing for the weekend, the government whips were caught napping and Sir William Ingilby, one of the four Whig members for Lincolnshire, carried by ten votes a motion for halving the malt tax. Althorp, surprised and discomfited, foolishly uttered words which seemed to imply that the government would defer to the will of the House. But the loss of £2½ million which the reduction entailed would clearly wreck his budget and the cabinet were thrown into complete confusion. Grey wished to resign, and perhaps would have done so had any alternative ministry been possible. Once again support came to them from the opposition front bench. Over the weekend, through the well-tried channel of communication between Holmes and Ellice, Peel sent a message assuring Althorp of his support if the government proposed to rescind the malt tax vote. On Sunday Althorp informed him in reply of the cabinet’s decision. Using the occasion of a motion on the house and window tax on the following Tuesday, the ministers put forward an amendment to the effect that a reduction in either that or the malt tax could only be effected by a property and incomes tax at present inexpedient.17 Not all the opposition were pleased at this. They thought that the government could be unseated on the issue and they resented the way in which the income tax was dragged in as a threat. But Holmes, who at Ellenborough’s suggestion spoke to Peel on the possibility of a different amendment, found no encouragement from his leader for any wrecking tactics.18  When the debate came on, Peel briefly supported the government on the grounds that the malt tax vote was an error which ought to be rescinded, and that in present circumstances he thought it impolitic to resort to an income tax. By a majority of more than two to one the House endorsed Althorp’s resolution, though the manner in which he tried to explain away his words of the previous Friday was strangely uncharacteristic of his plain and honest nature.


The ministry had won the day and saved the budget; but in doing so they had alienated many of their Liberal and radical supporters. Outside the House the reaction was more violent. The window tax relief motion had been moved by Sir John Key, one of the City members, and in the metropolitan constituencies generally there was strong feeling on the issue. Hobhouse, the Irish Secretary, who had pledged himself on the Westminster hustings against the tax, resigned his seat and was beaten when he offered himself for re-election. Resolutions were passed against the tax at parish meetings all over London; there were threats to withhold payment; and the Birmingham Political Union joined the agitation. On 13 May, despite a prohibition from the Home Office, the Political Unions staged a large public protest in Cold Bath Fields and when the police broke up the meeting one constable was stabbed to death and another seriously wounded in the fighting which broke out. The popular agitation was mainly directed against the ministry. But in the long running battle over national distress, currency, and taxes which filled so many columns of Hansard during the session, Peel also attracted his share of unpopularity. As chairman of the currency committee of 1819, and its last surviving senior member in the House of Commons, he had become so identified with the return to gold under the 1819 Act that it was now habitually styled Peel’s Act; and in the financial debates of 1833 he had been as decided and influential a defender of orthodox finance as any of the occupants of the treasury bench. To the inflationary economists in the House, who numbered agriculturalists as well as radicals among their supporters, he was a living symbol of official policy. Three days after the Cold Bath riots, Cobbett moved a series of verbose and complicated resolutions condemning his connection with the currency acts of 1819, 1822 and 1826, and demanding his dismissal from the Privy Council. The attack, seconded by John Fielden, Cobbett’s radical colleague for Oldham, was a fiasco. In a cool, contemptuous speech Peel cut his two opponents to ribbons and then left the House to a storm of cheers. When Cobbett attempted to reply he was shouted down and only four members were found to support the motion. By a similarly overwhelming vote the House approved Althorp’s proposal that the defeated resolution should not be entered in the minutes of their proceedings.


The first session of the 1833 parliament, one of the longest and most arduous in parliamentary recollection, ended on 29 August. Its labours had not been altogether unproductive. In addition to the Irish legislation it had abolished slavery, continued the work of legal reform, passed a factory regulation act, and renewed the charters of the Bank of England and East India Company. Reforms had been expected of a reformed legislature; and there was enough put on the statute book to justify the issue of a Whig party pamphlet on The Reform Ministry and the Reformed Parliament. Nevertheless this unusual piece of official propaganda was a mark of self-defence rather than of self-congratulation. No party and few personalities had come through the session with enhanced credit. Greville, while noting cynically that the reformed parliament had turned out to be much like any other, thought it less talented though more industrious than its predecessors. He singled out Peel and Stanley as the only two men who gained in reputation as the session advanced. Peel, with whom he accidentally got into conversation one day in July while riding in the Park, shared his views to the extent of speaking well of Stanley and ill of the rest of the cabinet.19  He had been irritated on a number of occasions by the blunders and ineptitude of the ministers; and though he personally found the new House a good and receptive audience, perhaps for the same reason it was a volatile and unpredictable assembly. As the greatest parliamentary practitioner of his day, sitting on the opposition bench night after night while honest, blundering, good-natured Althorp struggled to guide the House, he was conscious that there were occasions when he could easily have swept a majority against the government had he so chosen. He had not done so, but his restraint towards the ministers in public found relief in a certain contempt for them in private.




My belief is [he wrote to Croker in March] that the Reform Bill has worked for three weeks solely from this, that the Conservatives have been too honest to unite with the Radicals…. What are we doing at this moment? We are making the Reform Bill work; we are falsifying our own predictions…. We are protecting the authors of the evil from the work of their own hands. It is right we should do this, but I must say it was expecting more than human institutions, intended to govern the unruly passions and corrupt natures of human beings, ought to calculate upon.20





A number of incidents in the succeeding weeks did nothing to improve his opinion of the reform ministry. One was a scandal over Sir John Key, the radical M.P. given a baronetcy by the Whigs and later discovered not only to be holding an illegal contract with the government but to have procured the appointment of his son, under age, as government inspector of his father’s contract with the stationery office. Another was the shuffling attempts of the Home Office to repudiate responsibility for the police action at the Cold Bath Fields riots, which he was able to observe at close hand as member of the committee of enquiry. To Croker, who undertook to answer the Whig pamphlet with an article in the Quarterly Review, aided by contributions from Peel and Wellington, he wrote acidly that he could see little cause for triumph on the part of the promoters of the reform bill. The business of the House was got through but only




because that which we prophesied took place; namely, that the popular assembly exercised tacitly supreme power, that the House of Lords—to avoid the consequences of collision—declined acting upon that which was notoriously the deliberate judgement and conviction of a majority. I allude particularly to the Irish Church bill. With respect to that Bill, it is quite clear that the course taken was in spite of the opinions of two out of three branches of the legislature.21





But with Peel there was always the contrast between the sharp contemptuous sentiments which he gave himself the satisfaction of uttering in private, and the cautious sagacity which controlled his public actions. Throughout the session he was guided by one dominating consideration. Weak as it was, there was no substitute for Lord Grey’s ministry and as long as this situation lasted, the duty of a Conservative opposition was not to oppose but conserve.


Not all the angry and indisciplined right-wing critics of the government accepted or even comprehended conservatism in this sense. As Melville wrote in the course of a sympathetic correspondence with Peel during the summer:







I am shocked and provoked at the radical doctrines and language of some of our ultra-Conservative Newspapers both in London and in Edinburgh, from no other apparent motive than hostility to the present Ministers, and totally forgetting that all those Doctrines and anti-governmental principles (I use the word advisedly as opposed to anti-Administration) are much more at variance with our sound principles than with those of our Whig ministers. In short, if our ultra-friends push matters to such extremities, they will disgust all really loyal and well-intentioned conservatives, who look only to the stability of the Monarchy and preservation of the Constitution.22





These divisions in the party not merely created difficulties of leadership; they raised the question whether a single leadership actually existed. Party understrappers like Holmes and Ross might look to Peel for direction, but this counted for little with some of the proud and self-willed country gentlemen. The disunion in the ranks of the opposition was so evident indeed that early in the session attempts were made to procure some overt recognition of Peel’s authority. There was a gathering at Lord Rosslyn’s at the end of February at which it was decided that Herries and others should use their influence with Inglis, Knatchbull, Vyvyan, Stormont and other malcontents to get their consent to a general party meeting at which Peel would be formally elected leader. When approached, however, they exhibited an attitude more suitable to independent partners in a potential coalition than to dissidents within a single party. Knatchbull and Vyvyan, before they would agree to Peel’s election, asked that ‘places should be fixed d’avance’ in, presumably, any future Conservative ministry. Vyvyan was idiot enough to call on Peel and inform him that they would make him ‘their minister’ if they succeeded in repealing the 1819 Act. Condescension from Vyvyan combined with debasement of the currency was something more than Peel’s temper could stand.23  It was true that there was no open breach and at the traditional fish dinner at Greenwich in June, attended by some thirty or forty of the leading members of the opposition, the old corps of the party—Wellington, Aberdeen, Lyndhurst, Ellenborough among the peers, Peel, Manners Sutton, Hardinge, Granville Somerset, Scarlett and Sir Alexander Grant from the Commons—was joined for the first time by such ultras as Stormont, Vyvyan and Knatchbull, even if the harmony was post-prandial rather than political. Nevertheless, the session ended with the question of leadership undecided; and since it was undecided, it was not surprising that the pathetic and faintly ludicrous ghost of 1832—a conservative ministry with Manners Sutton as interim prime minister—still hovered on the outskirts of party discussions. But it was talk without action and the Whig Le Marchant was able to note in July with partisan malice that though the Tories were full of activity, ‘they were more active than united’, and that Peel was keeping well clear of their plans.24


II


Autumn came and with it the annual lull in the cycle of parliamentary warfare during which politicians could recuperate from the strains of the past campaign and hatch strategems for the new. In the latter Peel had little interest. The Long Vacation for him meant Drayton with his estate, his farms, his new house, shooting over his fields and coverts, dining with neighbours, talking with tenants, above all the company of his wife and his seven children from whom the House of Commons exiled him for half the year. Julia was now recovering her health and his youngest child, Eliza, had entered her second year. The eldest of them, Julia the second, was twelve years old and beginning to grow into a handsome young lady. Bobby, her junior by one year, was already experiencing the modified rigours of boarding-school life at a private establishment at Brighton, and the joys of returning home for the holidays. Later in the season came the familiar round of visits—to Alexander Baring’s Norfolk seat at Buckenham in November, to Lord Exeter at Burghley and the duke of Rutland at Belvoir in January. At Buckenham Peel found himself in the company of Greville, the diarist, and from this first prolonged contact between the two men was born an odd relationship, halfway between friendship and acquaintance. On Greville’s side it was not without an element of interest and respect, whatever other reservations his observant and sardonic intellect was careful to make. His first discovery, like that of others before him, was that Peel could be very good company—‘it is a toss-up whether he talks or not, but if he thaws, and is in good humour and spirit, he is lively, entertaining, and abounding in anecdotes which he tells extremely well’.25 Greville himself went to Belvoir early in January and while there he met ‘Gosh’ Arbuthnot, the Duke of Wellington’s crony, who assured him that Peel and the duke were always on good terms and no large question was ever decided without Peel’s coming to the duke and discussing it with him. Of their formal political collaboration this was perhaps correct; but the absence of any personal warmth between the two Conservative leaders was still obvious. An episode in the winter of 1833–34 brought the temperature of their relationship even lower.


In November 1833 old Lord Grenville was dying. He had been Chancellor of Oxford University since 1809 and academic politicians, no less thoughtful than their parliamentary tribesmen, were already looking round for a successor. The Whigs, few in number but fortified by government influence, were canvassing for the Earl of Carlisle. Christ Church, large enough if united to rank as a separate party, approached without success Lord Mansfield and Lord Talbot. The High Church ultra-Tory party, headed by St. John’s College, made overtures to Wellington. The fourth and last group of Oxford politicians, the Liberal-Conservatives, were left to view with some distaste the prospect before them. Carlisle, the minority candidate, was personally the most impressive. Talbot, who under family pressure subsequently withdrew his earlier refusal, was a good-hearted blundering nonentity. Wellington was an even greater oddity as candidate for the Chancellorship. He was not an Oxonian; he was not even a university graduate; and as prime minister he had passed Catholic emancipation and removed his sons from Oxford to Cambridge. He himself showed no eagerness for the distinction and in default of Lord Talbot, he advised his St. John’s supporters in mid-December to agree with the heads of the larger houses and the more influential conservatives in the university on some more suitable Oxford man. It was customary to elect a peer, but there was at least one commoner whose distinction might justify a breach with convention. It was true that Peel had lost his university seat in 1829 because of his support for Catholic emancipation; but if this was a disqualification, it also applied to Wellington. Otherwise the intervening years had merely strengthened his claims as the most eminent Oxford man in public life. His old Christ Church tutor, Bishop Lloyd, had several years before his death sounded him on the possibility of succeeding Grenville. Peel had discouraged the notion then and after the rupture over emancipation he was too proud to make any gesture of conciliation. To Henry Hobhouse, who urged him in December to mediate between the conflicting candidatures of Wellington and Talbot, he merely observed that since 1829 he had abstained as much as possible from any interference in university affairs.


Yet to others he seemed the obvious candidate and he could not have been unmoved by his sister Mary’s affectionate urgings that ‘it would be complete atonement for the disappointment we all experienced at Oxford in the year 1829 and … the most desirable honor and testimony of public approbation which could be conferred upon you’. Yet he would not lift a finger to obtain that solace, and information which Bonham had obtained on the state of parties in the university made it clear that there was no chance of success unless the St. John’s party joined in his support. Of this there was never any prospect. When Lord Grenville died early in the new year, Talbot told Christ Church that he could not come forward in opposition to the Duke of Wellington; and the duke himself under renewed pressure from his supporters on 16 January finally accepted an invitation to stand. A private appeal from Oxford to retire in favour of Peel received the reply that it was in effect too late. The Peelite party, joined now by the Whigs, had in fact allowed themselves to be overtaken by events. Though on the news of Grenville’s death a requisition was immediately drawn up and taken to Drayton by the Warden of Merton and the Principal of New Inn Hall, Peel declined it in terms which left no hope that he could be induced to change his mind. All was now over and the duke, left in possession of the empty field, proceeded to an uncontested election.26


Throughout the affair, Peel’s behaviour had been correct to the point of unnecessary circumspection. But he had been hurt, and the cause of his hurt was the attitude of Wellington. Though Peel had consistently said that he had made up his mind not to stand for the Chancellorship, he felt—naturally if unreasonably—that he had for some time been openly spoken of as an obvious candidate, that he had strong personal and academic ties with Oxford which the duke conspicuously lacked, and that a large and respectable requisition had been made to him. If the objection to him was his conduct over Catholic emancipation, that conduct had been largely owing, as he told Aberdeen afterwards, to ‘fidelity at a trying time to the Duke of Wellington’. Yet the very party which had secured his defeat in 1829 had been the duke’s chief backers in 1834 and Wellington had allowed himself to be nominated ‘without one word of communication with me direct or indirect’ to ascertain whether Peel might not wish to stand. He did not even know of the duke’s decision until he received a letter from Hardinge on 18 January, the day after his own formal refusal to the Warden of Merton. In all this Peel was less than just; for the duke had not entirely ignored his claims. Hardinge assured Peel that when the St. John’s delegation came to Stratfield Saye early in December, the duke had urged them to force the office upon Peel by a junction of all parties in his favour. This was certainly consonant with the terms of the duke’s letter of 14 December, urging the principal colleges of the University to unite behind some fit candidate who had been educated at Oxford. Publicly the duke could hardly have done more, other than to decline outright an honour for which he admitted he was not qualified. But he could have told Peel privately what he had said to the Oxford dons. Wellington had acted honourably, as he always did; what he lacked was as the imagination which would have enabled him to understand the susceptibilities of his prickly colleague.


As it was, the circumstances of the Chancellor’s election in 1834 following on the unhealed breach of 1832, put a constraint upon the relationship between the two men which began to disturb their closest adherents. Peel would make no move to explain or end the coolness. Wellington, misinterpreting his attitude, thought that Peel disliked him personally. In the session of 1834 the separation was so marked that Arbuthnot went out of his way to bring them together at a dinner on 1May, the duke’s birthday. But scarcely a word passed between the two principals, to the distress and concern not only of their host but of the other guests, Hardinge and Fitzgerald. Next day Arbuthnot sent an appeal to the good-natured and pacific Lord Aberdeen, a close friend of both men, to use his efforts to bring the duke and Peel together again. Aberdeen, the soul of uprightness and candour, wrote to Peel enclosing Arbuthnot’s letter and adding a few sympathetic lines of his own, admitting that the duke had in great measure himself been responsible for the situation which their friends were deploring. Peel did not care to write on such a subject but he saw Aberdeen at his house in London a few days later and had a long conversation with him on the matter. The breach had gone too deep for this conciliatory diplomacy to produce an immediate effect. Nevertheless it did something to clear the air, and Aberdeen told Peel frankly that he did not think him entirely blameless. Moreover, in their anxiety over the superficial coldness, the lieutenants of the party tended to overlook more permanent things. Between Peel and Wellington there was great mutual respect; neither was disposed to undervalue the political importance of the other; and when left to themselves, they usually came to very similar conclusions.


Nevertheless, it was as well for the slow growth of Conservative recovery that the main events of the 1834 session hinged not on the personal difficulties of the opposition but on the political differences within the government. From the start the Whigs ran into trouble with the independent Irish group. A dispute in February over the Irish Coercion Act, in which the personal integrity of some Irish M.P.s was impugned, ended in Althorp and Sheil being placed in the protective custody of the sergeant-at-arms. The same month Littleton outlined the government’s proposals for an Irish tithe settlement. They were at once violently attacked by O’Connell, Sheil, and other Irish members, who in turn were equally strongly attacked by Lord John Russell. In April O’Connell’s motion for an enquiry into the legislative union between Great Britain and Ireland was answered by the government with a call of the House and a formal amendment by Spring Rice for an address to the crown in favour of maintaining the Union. Against the extreme Irish wing the ministers could rely on massive majorities drawn from both sides of the House. But the occasions that necessitated them enabled Peel once again to come forward as the disinterested supporter of government authority and a policy of moderation. In the debate on the repeal of the Union Greville observed that only two men made good speeches, Spring Rice and Peel, ‘the latter supereminently so’. Though Peel reserved his main effort on Irish tithe for the committee stage, the Conservatives generally supported the measure which passed the second reading by a large majority early in May.


Yet at the same time he took several opportunities to speak in defence of the great interests, social, political, and economic, for which conservatism stood. In February, on Chandos’s motion on agricultural distress, he made an appeal for some relief for agriculture. Then in March came three notable speeches. The first, on 17 March, was a smart and effective attack on Palmerston’s Turkish policy. Two days later, in a free trade debate brought on by Ewart, the member for Liverpool, he defended agricultural protection. A week afterwards, in a debate on the Cambridge petitions, he upheld the exclusion of Dissenters from Oxford and Cambridge. He spoke well and strongly; and he attracted the more attention because not everyone had expected him to speak at all on that issue, or if he did, to say anything which might offend dissenting susceptibilities. Yet even in these partisan, or what might be considered partisan efforts, he chose his arguments carefully. Greville noted, for example, that on the Cambridge petitions he did not attack the principle of toleration but grounded his case on the inherent character of the two ancient universities as seats of religious instruction and on the damage to the constitutional connection between Church and State if the claims of Dissenters to be admitted were considered as claims of right.27 Similarly, on the issue of free trade, he took his stand on facts rather than principles. Agriculturists, he argued, were no more monopolists than any other producers. The whole British fiscal system was based on protection for domestic industry, whether agricultural or manufacturing. Even if protection for manufactured goods were removed, there would still remain the secondary question of the special burdens on the land—malt tax, land tax, tithe, and county rate—which justified some equivalent advantage. In private moreover he vented to Croker his dislike of the more far-reaching protectionist arguments used in debate: the appeal ad misericordiam because of agricultural distress, and ‘the invidious and startling argument’ that the landed interest, as the most important, should be a favoured class for the benefit of which the rest of the community should be taxed.28


While he was developing in these various directions his conception of rational and moderate conservative policy, the explosive elements of Ireland and the Church—the most lethal material in contemporary British politics—fused together after the Easter recess in a series of detonations which in the end brought Grey’s reform ministry to the ground. The mild Irish tithe bill introduced by Littleton had evaded the two fundamental questions: whether the Church of Ireland was over-endowed; and if so, whether part of its revenues should be diverted elsewhere. In the debate on the second reading on 6 May, Russell, who had been taunted with inconsistency, admitted the differences within the cabinet on appropriation. Speaking for himself, however, he promised that when the problem came for solution, he would stand by his previous opinion that the revenues of the Irish Church were too large either for its spiritual functions or its political stability; and he added that if any nation had a right to complain, it was the people of Ireland of the Church of Ireland. This was upsetting enough for an already disturbed cabinet; but what brought on the real crisis was a notice promptly given by Ward, an independent liberal M.P. (probably instigated by Lord Durham), that he would move a resolution pledging the House to a reduction of the temporalities of the Church of Ireland and asserting the right of the state to apply surplus ecclesiastical revenues to such purposes as parliament might determine. The cabinet thought it would be impossible to meet Ward’s motion with a direct negative; and as a compromise it was decided to offer a commission of enquiry into Irish Church revenues. Stanley refused to be mollified. The discussions in the cabinet clearly showed what little support he had and the device of a commission merely demonstrated, in his view, that the government was virtually prepared to accept the principle of appropriation. On 27 May, the day of Ward’s motion and the government announcement of the enquiry commission, he resigned with three of his cabinet colleagues—his close friend Sir James Graham, the ex-Tory Duke of Richmond, and the ex-Canningite Earl of Ripon, better known as Peel’s old colleague Robinson or by his intermediate title of Viscount Goderich.


It was the first great crack in the reform cabinet; but it was not unexpected. For several weeks rumours had been going round of internal dissensions in the administration. Indeed, it was a perhaps exaggerated impression of the shakiness of the government and the likelihood of a complete collapse, which had prompted Arbuthnot’s peace-making dinner party at the beginning of the month. ‘In what state would our Party be.’ he wrote next day to Aberdeen, ‘if the king had to seek us while the duke and Peel were hardly on speaking terms! (This is too strongly expressed.)’29 In an effort to avoid such a situation he followed up Aberdeen’s mediation with a letter of his own to Peel on 12 May, giving him a summary of Wellington’s thoughts on the crisis. The duke felt strongly that they might at any moment be sent for; he thought the minister chosen must be in the House of Commons; and he would aid the formation of such a government in any capacity, though his preference would be to go to the Horse Guards, leaving Aberdeen as leader of the House of Lords. This, reinforced as it was by Arbuthnot’s not unreasonable explanation of the duke’s behaviour in 1832, could hardly have failed to bring satisfaction to Peel. Though he and the duke were not men who found it easy to make personal approaches, he for his part had already made a gesture of conciliation. In his speech in the Union debate on 25 April, he had paid a warm tribute to Wellington’s role as saviour of the country in the Napoleonic Wars; and he told Aberdeen when they were talking on 9 May that there was no misunderstanding between the duke and himself, and even the admitted lessening of social intercourse had not been to the extent imagined by Arbuthnot. The real problem for the opposition, in his view, was the circumstances in which they might be called to office. He was absent at Drayton in the latter part of May when Ward’s resolution came on and Goulburn, with some misgivings as to his own skill as parliamentary tactician, was left to manage the opposition front bench. Both to him and to Arbuthnot, who wrote again with gossip gleaned from Lord Tavistock of the gloomy government prospects, Peel returned the same reply. Abstractly he would prefer to meet Ward’s motion by a direct negative; but if the government preferred for tactical purposes to move the previous question, it would be wrong to join with radicals and Irish in opposing them. The policy for a Conservative opposition was not petty manœuvring to inflict technical defeats, but a broad and consistent line of conduct which would conciliate, or at least lessen the hostility of, the more moderate and respectable government supporters. If, despite this, the government broke up from its own disunity, there would then be good grounds for an appeal to the country by their successors; but not otherwise. What was clearly in his mind was that any thought of a Conservative administration was premature unless, both among parliamentary politicians and in the electorate, there could be some detachment of men who had previously supported Grey’s ministry. Already, at the end of March, Greville had been hearing encomiums from some of the Whigs on Peel’s parliamentary superiority and his fair and prudent conduct towards the government. Charles Grey had even told him that if his father resigned, he himself and others would be willing to support Peel.30 The secession of the Stanleyites made this kind of language seem something more than dinner-table conversation.


After the ministerial reconstruction at the beginning of June the temper of parliamentary politics noticeably hardened. Stanley’s departure inevitably meant a slight but perceptible veer to the left in government policy and this in turn widened the gap between the two front benches. Towards the end of the month discussions were renewed on the Irish tithe bill. O’Connell tried to get an instruction to committee that after any funds raised in lieu of tithe had been suitably applied, the remainder should be used for public purposes. The motion was defeated, but both Russell and Althorp agreed that when the results of the commission of enquiry were known, it would be proper to consider whether any surplus should be devoted to more beneficial objects. Peel, who had opposed the commission and doubted whether there was any surplus to discover, criticised the ministry for evading the issue and trying to cover up their own uncertainty. The extensive changes made in the bill before it went into committee seemed to justify what he said and drew from Stanley on 4 July a bitter and unfortunate attack on his late colleagues whom he compared to thimble-rigging cheats on a race-course. Nevertheless the government went on, though with decreased majorities. When they offered only a token resistance to a successful O’Connell amendment at the end of the month, Irish criticism gradually ceased and the bill passed rapidly through its later stages. Long before the third reading, however, a second crisis shattered the government. The tithe war and the general disorder in Ireland had made it necessary to renew the Coercion Act due to expire in August. Wellesley, the Lord Lieutenant, during the spring and early summer agreed in principle with this decision though with confusing and contradictory expressions of opinion on the more severe clauses. It was the kind of exasperating behaviour which Peel had experienced from him in the same office ten years earlier;31 but Grey, taking a firm line, introduced a bill on the more drastic lines originally sanctioned by Wellesley.


Meanwhile the Irish Secretary Littleton, unknown to Grey, tried to conciliate O’Connell by revealing to him the more wavering second thoughts of the Irish government, on the assumption that these would in fact be accepted by the cabinet. When O’Connell discovered his error, he thought he had been hoodwinked and promptly revealed the whole story in the House of Commons. O’Connell and Littleton gave the lie to each other across the floor of the House and the Irish Secretary could only with difficulty be restrained from resignation. A few days later, when the coercion bill was about to come down to the Commons, Althorp as a preparatory measure laid before the House papers relating to the state of Ireland. O’Connell at once moved that they should be referred to a select committee. Peel, while opposing this, sharply criticised the government’s handling of the affair and supported a suggestion made by Lord Stormont that Wellesley should be asked to sanction publication of the correspondence with Littleton which might bear on his alleged change of opinion. When his first motion was rejected, O’Connell took up this point and gave notice that he would move for the production of the relevant part of the Lord Lieutenant’s correspondence. Althorp, who had fought against the more rigorous clauses of the Act and was partially inculpated in Littleton’s disclosures to O’Connell, refused to be dragged any further through the dirt and that evening (7 July) sent in his resignation. But Grey also had had enough. Sick and angry at the wrangling in cabinet and the radical proclivities of some of his colleagues, he resigned from his own office the next day. The great reform ministry was at an end and Peel, without conscious intention, had played a part in its downfall.


He had not anticipated the abrupt collapse of Grey’s administration. He could not have wanted it unless he felt that it was possible to form a Conservative government; and this was still very doubtful. It was true that the steady drift of ministerial opinion towards a more radical Church policy had stiffened his own reactions. At a dinner at the Carlton Club on 18 June, Waterloo Day, he had made a speech of half an hour to which the political gossips attached much importance. Reports differed, but according to one account he had declared that he had supported the government as long as he could, but seeing them bent on attacking the Church, he was determined to oppose them in company with other defenders of the Establishment.32 It was unlikely that he said more, but it pleased ultras like Chandos and Falmouth; and it was in any case an issue on which the opposition could cheerfully unite. As Wellington observed somewhat cynically to Peel the following month, ‘there is nothing that people care so much about as the Church, excepting always their own Properties’.33 It was important moreover that Peel was in communication with the duke once more. On 4 July he consulted him about a message from the Irish primate, brought to him by Shaw, the member for Dublin University, about the desire of the Irish bishops to present an address to the king on Irish Church policy. He was disinclined to encourage this; but he asked Wellington’s advice and as usual found him in agreement. The duke in fact had discouraged a similar overture from one of the English bishops only a few days earlier. It was equally important that he was in contact with Stanley and Graham, the Whig seceders. The previous day Graham had talked with him about the Irish tithe bill and assured him that Stanley and himself would support the original terms of the bill which the government had now materially altered. On his side, as Graham reported to his chief, Peel showed himself easy, communicative, and anxious to work in harmony with them.34  The shadow of a Conservative alliance was taking shape. But it was not yet a reality; nor was there yet any actual prospect of power.


The end of Grey’s ministry, however, did bring up, if only fleetingly, the possibility of a political regrouping. When the king summoned Melbourne on 9 July, it was not to request him to carry on the Whig government but to attempt a coalition with Wellington, Peel and Stanley. Melbourne declined the commission in a reasoned statement based chiefly on their opposition to measures, notably the Irish tithe bill and the Irish Church Commission of Enquiry, which Melbourne thought ‘Vital and essential’. He was directed to send them copies of his letter so that they would at least be apprised of William’s views. Peel and Wellington, struck by the oddity of a document which presented them not with the king’s sentiments but with Melbourne’s reply, did not feel called on to make an explanation of their own position and returned only formal acknowledgements. William was not to be baulked so easily and expressed a desire through Melbourne that the two Conservative leaders should make explicit observations on Melbourne’s letter. In response to this direct command, Peel wrote a memorandum for the king, concurring generally in Melbourne’s view that the suggested union of parties could not in existing circumstances hold out the prospect of ‘an efficient and vigorous administration’. If Lord Grey and his colleagues were divided, he pointed out, it was unlikely that unity would be secured by a junction with their opponents. Yet he made it clear that it was not the attitude of the Conservative leaders but Melbourne’s express statement which had made a coalition impossible from the start. Wellington replied in similar terms. Indeed, throughout the episode, the two men acted in concert. On 11 July, the date of their first formal reply, Peel had called on Wellington at Apsley House and was closeted with him for a considerable time; and though they drew up their second and fuller letters separately, they showed them to each other beforehand. Their private attitudes were clear and identical. Melbourne had himself killed any chance of a coalition both by his own refusal to the king and his determination to go through with the Irish Church measures. The opposition leaders had not refused, and would not refuse, to serve the king if they could do so without stipulations as to coalitions or limitations on their freedom of action. They had no desire for office in the unfavourable circumstances confronting them; but they would not have rejected it and would have been ready if necessary to appeal to the electorate on behalf of a Conservative administration offering, as Peel put it, ‘cautious and well-digested reforms’ and ‘the redress of proved grievances’.35


Indeed, Peel took one small but significant action to prepare for such an event. On 14 July, the day after his second letter to the king, he asked Knatchbull in the House of Commons to call on him next morning. When he came, he showed him the correspondence with Melbourne and expressed a wish to consult Knatchbull should he ever be required to form a ministry. It was the first overt move by Peel to renew formal contact with the ultra-Tories who had defected from Wellington’s ministry in 1829 and helped to defeat it in 1830. The choice of recipient for this olive-sprig was judicious and certainly deliberate. Sir Edward Knatchbull, ninth baronet, M.P. for East Kent, was one of the most respected and respectable of the independent county members. High-minded, mediocre, diffident and dull, he was free from either the vanity of Chandos or the hysteria of Vyvyan, the other two Conservative politicians in the House of Commons who might lay claim to the leadership of the country party. In such company Knatchbull stood out as eminently sensible and moderate. Though he had regarded himself as deceived by Peel over Catholic emancipation, he had never allowed himself to become identified with the extremism of Cumberland nor had he ever entirely broken with Wellington.36 For his character and influence, if not his intellect and ability, he was of some value on the right flank of the political chessboard, if the loose pieces assembled there were ever to be organised as a cohesive force.


But the curtain dropped on this faint vista of the future almost immediately. After a futile attempt to lay down conditions as to men and measures, the king finally followed the only course open to him and on 16 July Melbourne took office as first minister. Althorp returned to provide what seemed the indispensable basis in the lower House, and the liberal progress of the ministry was resumed. The Coercion Act, shorn of its more drastic clauses, was renewed and the recast Irish tithe bill sent up to the Lords. With House of Commons business virtually over, Peel thankfully returned to Julia and his family at Dray ton on the last day of July. It had been another long and laborious session. In addition to his customary activities on and behind the parliamentary political scene, he had also been busy as chairman of a sub-committee on county rates to which were referred all questions relating to the expenses of administering justice. With his usual industry and command of detail he had gone thoroughly into the question with advisers like Henry Hobhouse, his old Home Office permanent official, and a mass of documents and statistics from all parts of the country had piled up on his desk as the summer wore on. That task was now over, however, and early in July he was able to present an advance copy of the committee’s report to his Staffordshire neighbour, General Dyott.37


Nevertheless, the session was not finished yet. The government’s weakness had been stripped bare by the events of the summer, and with the consciousness that both crown and church were on their side, the Tory peers were waiting in the upper House. Even before he left London, Peel had been alarmed by Wellington’s formal amendment in the Lords for the reinsertion of the omitted clauses in the Coercion Act. Peel himself was present in the House of Lords at the time and as he wrote to Julia next day:




the Opposition mustered very strong, the friends of Government were comparatively few, and I have not a doubt that, if the Duke had divided the House, the clause would have been introduced, and whether the Government broke up or not, my departure from Town tomorrow would have been impossible. However, the Duke did not divide, and my horses are, thank God, ordered for tomorrow to carry me to my own dear Love.38





But though the coercion bill was allowed to pass under protest, it was otherwise with the measure for Irish tithes. Though the problem was pressing and the Irish clergy themselves were likely to suffer from any postponement of a solution, the refrained government measure seemed to many Conservatives to come near to appropriation by diverting from the Church of Ireland part of its revenues without even the consolation of providing a final scheme of redemption. When the bill came before the Lords on 11 August the Tory peers, rejecting the sensible advice of Richmond and Ripon to vote for a second reading and then restore in committee its original character, threw out the bill by a large majority. The duke, in the face of the intransigent confidence of his party in the House, had promised to be guided by the sentiments of the bishops. In the end he spoke and voted for rejection. It was late in the session; tempers were impatient; and even the moderate Bishop of London spoke against the bill. Nevertheless, it was not so much victory as defiance: Tory opposition as Cumberland, Kenyon, Londonderry and Buckingham understood it rather than the prudent Peelite formula which Wellington had followed the previous session. If in some respects moderate conservatism had consolidated its forces during 1834, so also had the less manageable diehards of the right. It was painfully clear that political co-ordination between the Conservative parties in the two Houses was still the exception rather than the rule.


The odd feature of Peel’s behaviour during the events of August was that he did nothing. He may have said all he had to say to the duke before he left London; he may have been reluctant to overstrain his credit by intervening on an issue less vital than the Irish Church bill of 1833; he may not have realised that Wellington’s mood was perceptibly hardening towards the end of the session. The duke’s threat to the coercion bill had clearly surprised him, though to some of the ultra-Tory peers it had been evident for some time that Wellington was more ready for battle than in the preceding session. Some observers connected this with his new role as Chancellor of Oxford University and the great demonstration he had received at his installation in June. Certainly he had encouraged the peers to stay on in London after the successful rejection of the universities admission bill on 1 August and at a party meeting of peers next day, when pressed by Cumberland and Kenyon to throw out the tithes bill before going into committee, he had said enough to satisfy the ultras. Yet if Peel was unaware of the duke’s change of attitude, it argued a dangerous lack of contact; since Peel could hardly have given a wholehearted approval to the action of the Tory peers. For the first time since 1832 a hostile party in the Lords had contemptuously and unconditionally rejected a major government measure. By any long-term calculation it was a hazardous step.


Four days later came the end of the session. Except for the Poor Law Amendment Act, which Peel approved in principle though he took little or no part in debate, it had not been a constructive session in legislation. One notable casualty had been the ministerial programme of relief measures for Dissenters. Under pressure from the central dissenting organisation, the United Committee formed in London in the previous year, the government in 1834 had introduced a universities admission bill, a Dissenters marriage bill, and church rates bill. The first had been defeated in the Lords, the second was abandoned as an unsatisfactory compromise, and the third, which transferred the burden of church rates to the land tax, was successfully opposed in the Commons by both radicals and Dissenters. The failure of all three had raised dissenting agitation to its highest pitch since 1828. Politically, however, the second session of the reformed parliament had seen the first noticeable shift towards a redefinition of party, not in terms of the Reform Act but in terms of what the Reform Act would mean in future policy. After the preliminary sparring of the first session, the lines of battle were beginning to appear more clearly. The Dissenters were angry and resentful at the strength of Anglican opposition to the redress of their public grievances. The radicals and Irish nationalists were beginning to realise that the opposition of the House of Lords was a formidable barrier to the progress of reform. Realism was breaking in on the optimistic assumptions which the passage of the Reform Act had trailed in its wake, and tempers were not improved. But for Peel all this was temporarily in abeyance. He knew what he would do if ever summoned to office; but when that would be seemed as far off as ever. After the momentary flutter of hope at the time of Grey’s retirement, some of what one observer called the ‘high and foolish’ Tories were sulky and disappointed. Peel, however, was perfectly content. Even without office his position in public life had its rewards and satisfactions.


Greville, who was growing increasingly interested in Peel’s career, wrote in February an eloquent description of how golden these years of independent opposition appeared to a detached and friendly observer.




Peel’s is an enviable position; in the prime of life, with an immense fortune, facile princeps in the House of Commons, unshackled by party connections and prejudices, universally regarded as the ablest man, and with (on the whole) a very high character, free from the cares of office, able to devote himself to literature, to politics, or idleness, as the fancy takes him. No matter how unruly the House, how impatient or fatigued, the moment he rises, all is silence, and he is sure of being heard with profound attention and respect. This is the enjoyable period of his life, and he must make the best of it, for when time and the hour shall bring about his return to power, his cares and anxieties will begin, and with whatever success his ambition may hereafter be crowned, he will hardly fail to look back with regret to this holiday time of his political career.





Greville’s more pensive reflections could be left to the future. For Peel in August 1834 it was holiday-time even from politics. At the end of the month he was organising, as he expressed it to Goulburn, a small conspiracy against the Drayton partridges, timed to explode on 8 September, to which he invited Hardinge, Goulburn, Sugden, Rosslyn, ‘Chin’ Grant, Scarlett, and the duke. After that he planned an even greater diversion, a visit to Italy with his wife and eldest daughter. Neither he nor Julia had ever been there, and after her illness of the previous year a winter in the Mediterranean promised a pleasant relief from Staffordshire weather and state affairs.


Leaving England in mid-October they travelled in easy stages via Calais, Paris, Genoa and Turin, reaching Milan at the end of the month. Then, by a circuitous route through Venice, Bologna and Florence, they made their way in mid-November to Rome. Here they settled down in the Hôtel de 1’Europe for a leisurely two weeks of shopping, sightseeing and entertainment. An amateur of the fine arts, Peel took the opportunity of buying three statues: one by the great Thorwaldsen, and two others by British sculptors in the fashionable Roman artists’ colony, R. J. Wyatt and John Gibson. On 24 November, in company with Lord Stanhope, he paid a courtesy call on the Pope who thanked him warmly for having granted Catholic emancipation, which (as Stanhope amusedly observed to his son afterwards) might have been thought a somewhat  tender point to touch on.39 But after this momentary political tactlessness, the greater part of the interview was taken up by the Pope in showing his visitors what Peel later described with good Protestant scorn as ‘a trumpery illuminated model of some excavations he had been making (I think) at Tivoli, which he regarded with childish admiration … I was almost tempted to send him a dark lantern and some coloured figures as a present from London, seeing the delight he had in the inferior phantasmagoria which he exhibited to me’.40 Afterwards the Peels proposed to go to Naples for a short time and then return to Genoa or Marseilles by steam boat before coming back through France, where the Duchesse de Dino had invited them to Talleyrand’s country house at Valençay. Towards the end of their Roman fortnight Peel read in the papers of the death of Althorp’s father, Earl Spencer. Though it was obvious that Althorp’s elevation to the upper House would involve some reshuffle of the government front bench, he did not otherwise attach much importance to it. There seemed no reason for haste. Croker, who heard of their continental tour and characteristically showered them with advice on how to get to Italy and what to do when they got there, told Peel before he left home that there was no need to exert himself to return for the opening of the new session in February; Easter would be early enough. But he had one afterthought. ‘Who will know where to send letters to you? One might have occasion to write to you.’41
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2 Goulburn II/18 (Peel to Goulburn 14 Dec. 1832).
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4 Clerk (27 Dec. 1832).


5 Goulburn, undated but postmarked 3 Jan. 1833. Ptly. pr. in Peel, II, 212. What Parker describes as the ‘wanting’ section is written inside the wrapping of the letter and is here reproduced in full. For Goulburn’s reaction and also a similar expression of Peel’s views to Herries, see Herries II, 163–6.













OEBPS/9780571279623_cover_epub.jpg
Norman €ash

S o bert
Peel

I'he Liie oi Sir Robert
Peel aiter 1550

Faber Finds






OEBPS/map_3_online_online.jpg
JOUOISSIIIOd $9-1981
$681 1927 IA 10 8$81 eIpuy ur Kemirex gorgo puepaI] 10§
$6-Ygg1 1949 3O P $9-6581 Are3o109g o1y
suowwoy) 3o funmy wepup  Amseap on gD “O'd
9SOy jo 1oyeadg ur apedug A1e301095 J[eppaIm Y, JO
skowe)y Awseaxy, pue [EAEN] “pwiod [epueuly W Jo °p el
PIOTJO s 9peil, JO pivog I wOWn) WO “O'd Ay ApeT w Kaszof
10U01§ pieog me] 100g spaengy ur paAIds me[ e sewo[dip pue  jo g 19%¢]
s1ueL] Aiero1008 301180, DA DO 105111Eq uepnijod SIdPA
“UOH] W AW 1008 1des ‘N e AW 2281 °q A U
z€81 °q 6281 °q Lzgi q Vegr q £z1 °q g pat 1281 °q
ezg Aapsappm Inqury phopg uyo[ wem yorapaig :Jc& enf
l | L [ | |
ob—1¥gr ‘SE-PEgT
L9—9981 ‘65-8581 pAopg uyof ISTUTA QWi
1em 10§ Axe301008 ngwojop | 8Lt ‘Gg § °q
6581 "udD) “fey S6L1 °q g puz
B[y JO W axom viinf w 1yd90¥
3o 'p Ny W
Ioumo Pysearunop
Kopuoyy puowyory 9sI0Y20ET ujuIMG Jjoq JI0X jo uedq AW
pioT 305 Jo-aje pue 1Ap[os wjuImg Apug w jo -p ouef w umgypo) uosme(q
Udpg 1100y W °p due( W AW esndny w IW AW WA\ AN W '09D) W
fog1 °q 1081 °q 66L1 "q 86L1 °q 16L1°q 68L1 °q 98L1 °q SgL1*q
DL uIMET ueyzeuof uyof puUNWpY  SAIEX WEBIIA\ yqezig Ky

L l l

L |

l L |

(192q Aavpanag 4y | o1qes [eorSopeouod 2as)

1 3T 994 31290y JI§

WIALSINIW IWINd SHL 40 ATIWVH SHL





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





