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Note on Nomenclature


One difficulty for historians of this period is that the names of many statesmen changed several times during their lives as they were granted or inherited peerages.


Liverpool’s father, Charles Jenkinson, is a case in point; he became Lord Hawkesbury in 1786 and then in 1796 first Earl of Liverpool. (He was also Sir Charles Jenkinson, seventh Baronet, from 1790.) Liverpool himself was plain Robert Jenkinson until 1786, the Hon. Robert Jenkinson from 1786 until 1796, Lord Hawkesbury from 1796 until 1808 (he held this name as a courtesy title between 1796 and 1803 and then in his own right after he was called to the Lords in 1803) and then the second Earl of Liverpool (and 8th Baronet) on his father’s death in 1808.


The problem exists for other statesmen also. Henry Addington was known as ‘Addington’ during his prime ministership, 1801-04, but ‘Sidmouth’ (Viscount Sidmouth) as Liverpool’s Home Secretary, 1812-21. Robert Stewart was ‘Stewart’ until 1796, his courtesy title was ‘Castlereagh’ (Viscount) from 1796 to 1821, and ‘Londonderry’ after he inherited his father’s Irish marquessate in 1821. Henry Dundas was ‘Dundas’ until 1802, first Viscount Melville thereafter; his son Robert was ‘Dundas’ until 1811, then second Viscount Melville on the death of his father.


The normal convention is to be pedantic, referring to each statesman according to his title in the year you are discussing, so the familiar ‘Castlereagh’ becomes an unfamiliar ‘Londonderry’ in the last year of his life and (another example) the familiar ‘Vansittart’ becomes ‘Bexley’ after 1823. (Addington and Sidmouth are both familiar; I suspect most readers think they are different people!)


I have followed this, except in the case of Liverpool and his father, who sat in the same Cabinet together between 1801 and 1804, at which point the whirligig of names becomes just plain confusing (and has confused many well-regarded historians of the period, if you read their accounts carefully). Therefore, in this book Charles Jenkinson remains ‘Jenkinson’ even in old age after he has rightly, through his own unaided efforts, earned an earldom, while Robert Banks Jenkinson is referred to throughout as ‘Liverpool’ even when he is a toddler and the earldom is non-existent, a quarter of a century in the future. I hope this will help readers to distinguish them.


Finally, for millennials and Americans, before 1998 the English peerage had five grades of hereditary title entitled to sit in the House of Lords: in descending order, dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts and barons (‘lords’). Archbishops, some bishops and, after 1958, life peers were also entitled to sit in the Lords but were not hereditary. There were also Irish and Scottish peers, only some of whom by election could sit in the Lords (so Castlereagh, from 1821 an Irish marquess, continued to sit in the Commons). Below the peers were knights and baronets (‘sirs’), the latter hereditary, who were not entitled to sit in the House of Lords.





Note on Money


It is now nearly half a century since Britain went decimal, so I include a note on the currency system and coinage of Liverpool’s time. Moreover, the regrettable abandonment of the gold standard has made modern money worth the equivalent of early nineteenth-century confetti. I therefore give some hint to readers of the modern equivalent of the various wage, price and budgetary sums mentioned in the text.


In Liverpool’s time, the British currency consisted of pounds, shillings and pennies, with twelve pence (pennies) to the shilling and 20 shillings to the pound (see table below). Until 1817, no gold pound coins (sovereigns) were minted; the common gold coin was the guinea, worth 21 shillings. Coins such as shillings, sixpences, crowns and half-crowns were minted in silver; twopenny pieces, pennies and fractions thereof in copper (notably by Charles Jenkinson’s 1797 coinage). The pound was, from 1819, fixed in value against gold, at £3/17/10½ per troy ounce of 22 carat gold, or £4.25 (in decimals) per ounce of pure gold.


Roderick Floud, in ‘The Changing Value of Money’, 1 sets out three different ways in which we can compare money items of the distant past to those today. We can multiply an 1820 price by the change of a price index from 1820 to today, by the change of a wage index or by the change in gross domestic product (GDP). Using Floud’s example, the £10,000 annual income of Jane Austen’s Mr Darcy from the period of Liverpool’s ascent (Pride and Prejudice was published in 1813) becomes £620,000 p.a. today (March 2019, when the article appeared) inflating by prices, £7,305,000 today inflating by wages and about £40 million inflating by GDP (which Floud uses not for earnings but for public construction, state budgets etc.).


There was considerable deflation between 1813 and 1826, Liverpool’s last full year in office; prices fell by 42 per cent, while factory wages fell by 37 per cent. Thus, if Mr Darcy had been lucky enough to earn £10,000 a year in 1826 (he might not have as agricultural incomes declined substantially after the war ended), he would have earned £1,069,000 in 2019 inflating by prices or £11,600,000 inflating by wages.


Floud prefers the wage index to the price index – we buy different things today, for example, relatively less food. I disagree; we are all richer than 200 years ago and inflating by wages overinflates an 1813-26 income as if today’s technology had been available then. GDP indexing overinflates even more. Mr Darcy was rich, but not the richest man in England. Liverpool’s income was £15,000 a year and the Marquess of Stafford’s about £100,000. Mr Darcy is thus not quite equivalent to a modern CEO, as Floud suggests. Pemberley is a much nicer home than the CEO’s, but Mr Darcy’s plumbing, transportation and medical care were pathetic by modern standards.


There is an easier way: to use the gold standard. Gold was worth £4.25 per troy ounce between 1819 and 1827; it is worth about $1,500 or £1,200 per ounce today. By this measure, Mr Darcy’s £10,000 a year in 1813 paper money is worth about £8,000 gold standard pounds (gold traded around 25 per cent above par in 1813) or £2,259,000 today. That’s between Floud’s price and wage calculations; it shows what a good long-term store of value gold is. I suggest therefore that to get a modern (2020) equivalent you should multiply 1812-14 prices and wages by 226 and 1819-26 prices and wages by 282. The 282x conversion multiple also works for Charles Jenkinson’s world before 1793, which from 1717 was on a bimetallic standard (in practice, tied to gold) with the same gold parity. As for foreign money, where a sterling equivalent was needed, I have used representative exchange rates for the period of $5 = £1 for US dollars and FF 25 = $1 for French francs.


Finally, here is a table to equip you for your journey into this world of proper money:
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1. Roderick Floud, ‘The Changing Value of Money’, History Today, Vol. 69, Issue 3 (March 2019).






I.


Introduction


If you look at him – especially the unflattering Hayter 1 portrait of 1823, rather than the kinder Lawrence2 portraits of 1796, 1808, 1820, 1821 and 1826 – with his double chin and his watery eyes Robert Banks Jenkinson, second Earl of Liverpool does not look like the greatest anything. Benjamin Disraeli3 famously termed him ‘the Arch-Mediocrity’. He had only one full-scale biography, written in 1868. Yet look at his achievements in economics, foreign policy and financial management, his record in some of Britain’s most dangerous, difficult years and at the calibre of his colleagues, and the picture looks different. Ruling at the apogee of British power, winning a major global war, managing a historically unprecedented economic transformation, in office longer than any of his successors, he stands revealed as Britain’s Greatest Prime Minister. Liverpool was prime minister for fifteen years, with an unequalled record:




i. he organised victory in the Napoleonic Wars;


ii. he managed (with Castlereagh) 4 the peace settlement that followed;


iii. he directed Britain’s economy through the most difficult years of the industrial revolution;


iv. he managed (with Sidmouth) 5 the social unrest of the difficult years 1816-20 without a major uprising;


v. he brought down (with Vansittart) 6 without default or inflation the highest debt level ever incurred by the British government;


vi. he designed two versions of the Corn Laws that determined British trade policy for the next generation;


vii. he took Britain back onto the gold standard against strong opposition and reformed the coinage;


viii. he ended his term in office with a vigorous period of social reform and trade liberalisation (with Peel, 7 Robinson8 and Huskisson9);


ix. he reformed the English banking system, making it sound, stable and flexible; and


x. he led an outstandingly able government containing six past and future prime ministers.





I elaborate on these achievements in the Conclusion, where Liverpool is compared briefly with other prime ministers.


Despite his long tenure and many achievements, Liverpool has an odd lack of prominence in the memoirs, cartoons, mob house trashings and Radical jeremiads of the period. A self-effacing man, Liverpool preferred it that way – for one thing, his wife Louisa was of a nervous disposition and in delicate health – she died in 1821, just as the government became more popular. Liverpool had no need to seek popular acclaim on the hustings, which he left to his able Commons lieutenants.


House of Commons debates were better reported than those in the Lords. However, Liverpool, himself an excellent speaker, faced Grenville, Grey10 and Lansdowne11 in the Lords and so had much tougher opposition than the feeble Ponsonby12 and Tierney, 13 Whig Commons leaders from 1808-21, or the Whig Commons leadership in 1821-27, when no leader was selected.


Thus, with his speeches under-reported and the government’s limited publicity machine concentrated on his Commons colleagues, Liverpool was much less in the public eye than others who have led the government for comparable periods. Nevertheless, Liverpool’s dominance of an outstandingly able group of ministers was unquestioned. Partly this was due to his excellent grasp of economic matters, a subject on which both Canning and Castlereagh were uncertain and his followers were self-effacing men like Vansittart, distrusted by the bulk of the government’s followers, like Huskisson, or younger, feebler and more junior like Robinson. Furthermore, even on foreign policy, military strategy and home affairs, he was deferred to by prominent colleagues like Castlereagh, Wellington, Sidmouth and Peel. (Canning after 1822 is an exception, although he deferred to Liverpool on policy outside foreign affairs.)


Finally, on one measure Liverpool’s stature is unchallengeable. One of the most important tasks of a Prime Minister is to win general elections and Liverpool, with four outright victories (1812, 1818, 1820 and 1826) and no general elections lost, leads all contenders in this area. His three closest competitors were Sir Robert Walpole, 14 William Gladstone15 and Harold Wilson16 but none of their records quite matches Liverpool’s.


It may be objected that in the eighteenth century elections were won largely by patronage rather than through popular opinion. Nevertheless, by Liverpool’s time that had already changed, with the power of patronage sharply restricted by various Acts of Parliament from 1780 onwards up to Curwen’s17 Act of 1809. The first truly popularly decided election was the landslide victory of the Duke of Portland18 in 1807 on the issue of Catholic Emancipation (which the Duke and his followers opposed, in line with majority public opinion). Thus, in terms of winning elections, politically a Prime Minister’s most important objective, Liverpool was unparalleled.


Liverpool’s historical stature appears undistinguished – he was after all ranked only nineteenth among 50 prime ministers by The Times in 2010, 19 and other rankings have been similarly mediocre. Yet this book will show he was much better than that, and I believe Liverpool should rank ahead of the field.


The philosophy by which Liverpool governed was in the January 1830 Quarterly Review20 first defined as ‘Conservatism’ (a ‘Conservative’ being defined as a follower of that philosophy, by then mostly embodied in Wellington’s administration) and thus should be honoured as the original definition of that much-used term.


Despite his philosophical importance, his long period in power and his manifold successes, Liverpool’s low biographical profile is strange. There have been only five biographies in 192 years, only one of them a full-length study. Compare that to the numerous studies of Wellington, 21 Castlereagh and Canning, 22 all of whom were Liverpool’s subordinates, and the omission is extraordinary. Even Sidmouth, another unfashionable figure, has enjoyed several rehabilitating biographies in the last half-century. The omission extends to Liverpool’s papers; those of Wellington, Castlereagh and Canning were published in multiple-volume editions in the nineteenth century while Liverpool’s papers remain in handwritten obscurity in the British Library’s archives.


The first biography of Liverpool had some advantages over its successors. Written anonymously, Memoirs of the Public Life and Administration of the Rt Hon. The Earl of Liverpool was published in 1827, after Liverpool’s retirement but while he was still alive. It had access to no correspondence and so was based on Liverpool’s public speeches only but, being written before Catholic Emancipation and the Reform Act, was usefully respectful of Liverpool’s position on those issues and his political views in general. Overall, like Aurelian Cook’s 1685 biography of Charles II, 23 it has special value in being written before scepticism took hold, thus showing the way to a more balanced and generous appraisal than biographies that followed the change of regime.


Before the second full biography of Liverpool, Disraeli had his say. Disraeli started life as a Radical and by 1844, despite his wealthy older wife, was still paying off the debts he had incurred in the 1825 South American bonds bubble. Disgruntled at the Conservative Party establishment (Peel denied him a job in 1841), he tried to build his political position on the back of a ‘Young England’ Tory/Radical ginger group. The theory of history Disraeli came up with in his novel Coningsby thus relied on denigrating Liverpool’s administration as a period of ‘mediocrity’ and Liverpool as ‘the Arch-Mediocrity’ – being a Tory MP he did not dare do this to Pitt. 24 This would not have mattered much to Liverpool’s reputation – Coningsby is not a very good novel – except that Disraeli improbably became leader of the Conservative Party and a much-admired prime minister.


Disraeli’s success combined with Peel’s attempt to re-brand the ‘Conservatives’ in the 1830s and his flashy 1846 repeal of Liverpool’s Corn Laws to make Liverpool deeply unfashionable. Not only were most historians Whigs, but even the Tory ones, such as fifth Earl Stanhope (biographer of Pitt), sought to meld with the prevailing zeitgeist and not attempt the resurrection of other pre-Peel Tories. Wellington never went out of fashion, Castlereagh’s reputation was rehabilitated by the future Lord Salisbury in 1862 and Canning, in any case a quasi-Whig, was helped by the prominence of his son (Governor General of India, 1856-62). Liverpool had no such assistance.


The first major biography, and so far the only full-length one, is the three-volume Life and Administration of Robert Banks Jenkinson, Second Earl of Liverpool published in 1868 by Charles Duke Yonge, a second-tier academic historian (then Professor of History at Queens College, Belfast) and prolific writer. Yonge’s biography was workmanlike but viewed Liverpool from a Canningite perspective, perhaps inevitable by the time it was written. Canning’s abilities are overrated, his character even more so (Mrs Arbuthnot’s diaries being then unavailable). This warps Yonge’s view of Liverpool’s activities. Inevitably, the Canningite period after 1822 is treated with more sympathy than the period of greatest achievement in Liverpool’s earlier years. An equally serious problem is that Yonge devotes little space or analysis to economic, monetary and fiscal policy.


Yonge’s is a perfectly competent biography but damns Liverpool with faint praise and, with its dull prose, makes him seem uninteresting. With Yonge as a ‘standard biography’ and Disraeli having suggested there was nothing much there, it is unsurprising that no further biography appeared for 80 years.


After a 70-year gap, W.R. Brock’s Lord Liverpool and Liberal Toryism, 1820-27, published in 1941 and not a full biography of Liverpool, took the Canningite error to new lengths by claiming that the post-1822 Liverpool ministry was in essence a new government, with new policies of ‘Liberal Toryism’. While the Liverpool government’s policies indeed changed after 1820, the primary drivers of that change were the economic upturn, the reduction in unrest to which it led and the easing of fiscal and budgetary constraints. Even after he became Foreign Secretary, Canning had little influence on policy outside foreign affairs; he remained passive, for example, at the crucial December 1825 Cabinet meeting which discussed the financial crisis and possible reactions to it.


Sir Charles Petrie’s Lord Liverpool, published in 1954 and the first biography since Yonge, is short but generally favourable. However, its influence was lessened by Petrie’s own eccentricities; he was a keen Jacobite supporter, writing an alternative history in which the 1745 rebellion succeeded, and had connections with the British far-right. Like previous biographers of Liverpool, Petrie lacked a grasp of economic and financial matters.


The biographers’ inattention to economic policy was finally reversed in the 1970s with two books, J.E. Cookson’s Lord Liverpool’s Administration, 1815-22, published in 1975 and Boyd Hilton’s Corn, Cash, Commerce: The Economic Policies of the Tory Governments, 1815-1830 in 1977. Both books dealt primarily with economic policy, Hilton’s entirely, and recognised the importance of the early post-war years to the fiscal, monetary and economic stabilisation that laid the foundation for the century’s later prosperity. Even Hilton, however, missed the importance and quality of Liverpool’s 1826 banking reform. In the same decade (1974) Asa Briggs, in his survey of prime ministers, recognised Liverpool’s ‘sheer professionalism’, 25 a quality that was to cause an upward reappraisal in Liverpool’s standing in decades to come.


Norman Gash, whose Lord Liverpool appeared in 1984, was the most distinguished historian of Liverpool’s biographers, and brought additional know-how from his life’s work on Peel. Alas, he too did not focus on economic questions. However, for the first time he provided some details of Liverpool’s private life, humanising him. He also took an appropriately sceptical view of Canning’s activities and relationship with Liverpool. Gash’s final verdict was significantly more positive than the prevailing consensus among historians: ‘In any analysis of his premiership three features are outstanding: his competence in every important branch of public business, his successful handling of an extraordinary variety of problems, and his gift for getting the best out of his colleagues.’26


Most recently, William Anthony Hay’s Lord Liverpool: A Political Life, published in 2018, is a high-quality addition to Liverpool’s biographies, with particularly helpful information on his early life, drawn from his still-unpublished correspondence. Hay focusses on Charles Jenkinson as well as Liverpool, tracing the career of Liverpool’s formidable and formative father. Like other biographers, he underemphasises the economic area, though his title indicates this will be the case. Hay, like Gash shares the generally higher opinion of Liverpool that has prevailed in recent decades.


This book takes further the last forty years’ rehabilitation of Liverpool’s reputation and suggests that, by a modest margin, he was the greatest of all Britain’s prime ministers.





1. George Hayter (1792-1871), knighted 1841. Portrait of Lord Liverpool, 1823. Hayter was a second-rate artist and an ardent Whig but this unflattering portrait, a sketch prepared for a group picture of the Queen Caroline trial, is the Liverpool image generally used by Whig historians.



2. Thomas Lawrence (1769-1830), knighted 1815. FRS 1822. President of the Royal Academy, 1820-30. Portraits of Lord Liverpool, 1796, 1808, 1820, 1821, 1826. A solid Tory as well as a top-notch artist, albeit one who tended to flatter his sitters; his 1826 portrait of Liverpool a year before his retirement is magnificent and suggests Liverpool’s real stature much better than the Hayter one.



3. Benjamin Disraeli (1804-81). 1st Earl of Beaconsfield from 1876. Small-time swindler and unsuccessful novelist, who went on after Liverpool’s death to become MP for Maidstone, Shrewsbury and Buckinghamshire, 1837-76. Conservative Leader in the Commons, 1849-76. Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1852, 1858-59, 1866-68. Prime Minister, 1868, 1874-80.



4. Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh, 2nd Marquess of Londonderry (1769-1822). Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1798-1801. President of the Board of Control, 1802-6. Secretary for War and the Colonies, 1805-06, 1807-09. Foreign Secretary, 1812-22.



5. Henry Addington (1757-1844). MP for Devizes, 1784-1805. 1st Viscount Sidmouth from 1805. Speaker, 1789-1801. Prime Minister, 1801-04. Lord President of the Council, 1805, 1806-7, 1812. Lord Privy Seal, 1806. Home Secretary, 1812-22.



6. Nicholas Vansittart (1767-1851). 1st Baron Bexley from 1823. MP for Hastings, Old Sarum, East Grinstead and Harwich, 1796-1823. Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1812-23. Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, 1823-28.



7. Robert Peel (1788-1850). 2nd Baronet from 1830. MP for Cashel, Chippenham, Oxford University, Westbury and Tamworth, 1809-50. Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1812-18. Home Secretary, 1822-27, 1828-30. Prime Minister, 1834-35, 1841-46.



8. Frederick John Robinson (1782-1859). 1st Viscount Goderich from 1827. 1st Earl of Ripon from 1833. MP for Carlow and Ripon, 1806-27. Vice-President of the Board of Trade, 1812-18. Joint Paymaster of the Forces, 1813-17. President of the Board of Trade, 1818-23. Treasurer of the Navy, 1818-23. Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1823-27. Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, 1827. Prime Minister, 1827-28. Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, 1830-33. Lord Privy Seal, 1833-34. President of the Board of Trade, 1841-43. President of the Board of Control, 1843-46.



9. William Huskisson (1770-1830). Son of a Staffordshire country gentleman. Tory MP for Morpeth, Liskeard, Harwich, Chichester and Liverpool, 1796-1802, 1804-30. Privy Councillor, 1814. Senior Secretary to the Treasury, 1804-06, 1807-09. First Commissioner of Woods and Forests, 1814-23. President of the Board of Trade, 1823-27. Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, 1827-28. Killed by Stephenson’s ‘Rocket’ at the opening of the Liverpool and Manchester Railway, 15 September 1830.



10. Charles Grey (1764-1845). 2nd Earl Grey from 1807.Whig MP for Northumberland 1786-1807. First Lord of the Admiralty, 1806. Foreign Secretary and Leader of the House of Commons, 1806-07. Reform Bill Prime Minister, 1830-34. Inspired a teabag!



11. Henry Petty-Fitzmaurice (1780-1863). 3rd Marquess of Lansdowne from 1809. Whig MP for Calne, Cambridge University and Camelford, 1802-09. Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1806-07. Home Secretary, 1827-28. Lord President of the Council, 1830-34, 1835-41, 1846-52. Leader of the House of Lords, 1846-52. Minister without Portfolio, 1852-58.



12. George Ponsonby (1755-1817). Whig MP (Ireland) for Wicklow Borough, Inistioge and Galway, 1778-1801. MP for Wicklow, Tavistock and Peterborough, 1801-17. Lord Chancellor of Ireland, 1806-07. Leader of the Opposition, 1808-17.



13. George Tierney (1761-1830). Whig MP for Colchester, Southwark, Athlone, Banden, Appleby, Knaresborough, 1796-1830. Treasurer of the Navy, 1803-04. President of the Board of Control, 1806-07. Master of the Mint, 1827-28. Leader of the Whigs in the House of Commons, 1818-21.



14. Sir Robert Walpole (1676-1745). 1st Earl of Orford from 1742. MP for Castle Rising and King’s Lynn, 1701-12, 1713-42. Secretary at War, 1708-10. Treasurer of the Navy, 1710-11. Paymaster of the Forces, 1714-15 and 1720-21. First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1715-17, 1721-42. Prime Minister, 1721-42.



15. William Ewart Gladstone (1809-98). MP for Newark, Oxford University, South Lancashire, Greenwich and Midlothian, 1832-95. President of the Board of Trade, 1843-45. Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, 1845-46. Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1852-55, 1859-66, 1873-74, 1880-82. Prime Minister, 1868-74, 1880-85, 1886, 1892-94.



16. Harold Wilson (1916-95). Lord Wilson of Rievaulx (life peer) from 1976. MP for Ormskirk and Huyton, 1945-83. President of the Board of Trade, 1947-51. Prime Minister, 1964-66, 1974-76.



17. John Curwen (1756-1828). MP for Carlisle, 1786-1812. MP for Carlisle and Cumberland, 1816-28.



18. William Henry Cavendish-Bentinck (1738-1809). 3rd Duke of Portland from 1762. MP for Weobley, 1761-62. Lord Chamberlain, 1765-66. Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, 1782. Prime Minister, 1783, 1807-09. Home Secretary, 1794-1801. Lord President of the Council, 1801-05. Minister without Portfolio, 1805-06.



19. The Times’ Top 50 Prime Ministers, 5 May 2010. Of the 55 prime ministers since Sir Robert Walpole, The Times rating pre-dated David Cameron, Theresa May and Boris Johnson and left out Wilmington and Goderich.



20. ‘Article IX – Internal Policy’, The Quarterly Review, Vol. XLII, no. LXXXIII (January 1830) p. 276. At first attributed to John Wilson Croker, now thought to be by John Miller of Lincoln’s Inn (?-1841).



21. Arthur Wellesley (1769-1852). 1st Viscount Wellington from 1809. 1st Earl of Wellington from 1810. 1st Marquess of Wellington from 1812. 1st Duke of Wellington from 1813. MP (Ireland) for Trim, 1790-97. MP for Rye, Tralee, Mitchell, and Newport, 1806-09. Chief Secretary for Ireland, 1807-09, Master-General of the Ordnance, 1818-27. Prime Minister, 1828-30, 1834 (briefly). Foreign Secretary, 1834-35. Ensign, British army, 1787. Lieutenant-Colonel, 1793. Served in Flanders, 1793-95, then served in India 1798-1805 becoming Major General in 1802 and winning Battle of Assaye in 1803. Served in Copenhagen expedition 1807. Lieutenant-General, 1808. General, 1812. Field Marshal, 1813. Portugal and Spain, 1808, 1809-14. Battle of Waterloo, 1815.
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II.


Early Years until the Death of Pitt, 1770-1806


Robert Banks Jenkinson, second Lord Liverpool, was an intriguing mixture. On his father’s side, he came from Oxfordshire squires, descended from one of Elizabethan England’s foremost merchant/explorers. On his mother’s side, he came from the commerce and mixed marriages that made up the first century of Britain’s relationship with India.


The founder of the family fortunes was Anthony Jenkinson (1529-1611), who was born at Market Harborough, Leicestershire, into a mercantile family. He travelled extensively throughout Europe and in the Eastern Mediterranean from 1546-56, obtaining a safe conduct for travel in the Ottoman Empire from Suleiman II (‘the Magnificent’) in 1553. In 1557 he was appointed captain-general of the quite new Muscovy Company (the first major chartered joint stock company) after its founder Richard Chancellor was killed in a shipwreck.


Anthony Jenkinson made four voyages to Russia between 1557 and 1572, penetrating to Bokhara and opening English contacts with Persia. He also negotiated with Ivan the Terrible, being given secret instructions, ‘That he should seriously solicit the Queen for a mutual League of Defence and Offence against all men’. As William Camden said in his biography of Elizabeth, ‘Thus did a Tyrant, from whom no man can keep anything safe, seem to himself be without Safety.’1 Jenkinson wrote about his travels to Russia and Persia, which were incorporated in Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations in 1589. As Camden said: ‘No man had a more perfect knowledge of the North part of the World than he.’


Anthony Jenkinson’s substantial fortune was invested by his descendants in country estates. His grandson, Sir Robert Jenkinson of Walcot, Oxfordshire, was knighted by James I in 1618 and around 16202 acquired the manor of Hawkesbury, Gloucestershire, dying in 1645. The manor house at Hawkesbury, built around 1500, was by the late eighteenth century in ruin, and was abandoned some time before 1770. Even though Liverpool’s father took the title ‘Lord Hawkesbury’ in 1786, neither he nor Liverpool lived there, although both are buried in the parish church and Liverpool owned 3,000 acres of land centred on Hawkesbury.3


Sir Robert’s son, Sir Robert Jenkinson, Bt (c. 1620-77) entered the First Protectorate Parliament of 1654 as MP for Oxfordshire. He was re-elected to the Second Protectorate Parliament of 1656 and the Third Protectorate Parliament of 1659 but played no role in the Convention Parliament of 1660 or the Cavalier Parliament of 1661-79. Nevertheless, he received a baronetcy in 1661 from the restored Charles II. At some point he married Mary Bankes, younger daughter of a doughty Royalist landowner, Mary Bankes, née Hawtry (1603-61), who held Corfe Castle in Dorset for an intermittent three-year siege against the Parliamentarians in 1643-46.4 By his baronetcy, the family’s position was established for future generations; its motto was “Pareo, non servio” (I obey, but not as a slave).


Based primarily at Walcot, the Jenkinsons became a leading Oxfordshire political family, with strong Tory views. The first baronet’s son, the second Jenkinson baronet, Sir Robert (1655-1710) was a Tory/‘Country’ MP for Abingdon and then Oxfordshire from 1689 and a good friend of Henry Hyde, second Earl of Clarendon. The second baronet’s eldest son, Robert (third baronet), elected for Oxfordshire in 1710, was described as ‘a gentleman of great virtues and of singular integrity and probity, of a courteous, affable temper, a lover of his country and an enemy to rebellion’.5 After his death in 1717 he was succeeded in the seat by his brother Robert Bankes, fourth baronet, who retired from Parliament in 1727, aged only 40, probably because of his pronounced Jacobite sympathies, and died in 1738. Robert Bankes Jenkinson’s sons Robert (fifth baronet, died 1766) and Banks (sixth baronet, died 1790) did not sit in Parliament, possibly because the family’s financial position was declining (they sold Walcot in 1758).


The second Jenkinson baronet’s third son was Lieutenant-Colonel Charles Jenkinson (1693-1750), who married Amarantha Cornewall (1702-85), daughter of Wolfran Cornewall (1658-1719), a Royal Navy captain, and then lived at a modest house, Burford Lawn Lodge, in Shipton-under-Wychwood, Oxfordshire, four miles from the Jenkinson baronets’ Walcot seat. Lieutenant-Colonel Jenkinson was a major in the Blues (the Royal Horse Guards) at the 1745 Battle of Fontenoy6 and a graduate of Christ Church College, Oxford. As well as Liverpool’s father Charles Jenkinson, his eldest son, who inherited the family baronetcy in 1790, Lieutenant-Colonel Jenkinson’s children included a younger son, John Jenkinson (1734-1805) himself MP for Corfe Castle, 1768-80, a third son, Robert, who died of fever in 1761 while undertaking military service in Hesse and a daughter, Elizabeth (c. 1736-1809), who in 1764 married her cousin, Charles Wolfran Cornwall, who was Speaker of the House of Commons from 1780 until 1789 and a close colleague of Charles Jenkinson.7


Before discussing Charles Jenkinson, I will deal with the family of Liverpool’s mother. His mother Amelia Watts (1750-70), who married Charles Jenkinson in 1769 but died after Liverpool’s birth in 1770, was the daughter of William Watts of the East India Company. Amelia was ‘a girl of great beauty and accomplishments’8 but alas we don’t know much about her character, what she looked like or where she was educated. The portrait traditionally held to be of her, by Joshua Reynolds, in the guise of the Roman goddess Flora, is dated by art historians to 1745-46, before she was born.9


Amelia had an adventurous early childhood before returning to England at the age of eight. In 1756, her parents, brother and sister were captured at Kasimbazar by Siraj-ud-Daulah, the Nawab of Bengal. Fortunately, the Nawab’s grandmother befriended the women and took them into the zenana, where they remained for over a month before sending them under escort to the French factory (or trading post). There they remained until the Battle of Plassey liberated them the following year.10


Amelia’s father William Watts (1722-64) was probably the son of William Watts of London, an academy master (teacher) and possibly the nephew of Thomas Watts (1689-1742), the ‘presiding genius’ of the Sun insurance office and an anti-Walpole MP in 1734-42. Watts went to India with the East India Company in his teens, where he met Robert Clive.11 While lacking Clive’s early military exploits, Watts rose quickly in the East India Company’s service, became fluent in Bengali, Hindustani and Persian and was appointed chief of the company’s Kasimbazar factory, a subsidiary of the Kolkata presidency.


His second in command here was the young Warren Hastings, 12 born about four miles from Charles Jenkinson into impoverished gentry. He would later become the first Governor-General of the East India Company’s Indian possessions and face impeachment under Pitt and a seven-year House of Lords trial before his acquittal on all charges in 1795. Hastings would be rehabilitated under Liverpool, with a triumphant House of Commons appearance in 1813 and a Privy Councillorship in 1814.


In April 1756 the old Nawab of Bengal, who had maintained a tolerant attitude to European interlopers in return for massive subsidies, died and was succeeded by his 23-year-old grandson, Siraj-ud-Daulah. Both the British and the French factories began to improve their fortifications. When the British refused Siraj’s orders to cease their fortifications, he attacked their factory at Kasimbazar with a force of 3,000 men. Kazimbazar was captured on 4 June and Watts, Hastings and other British officials were taken prisoner, then released a month later.


With an army of 50,000 men, Siraj then marched on Kolkata it after a short siege. The prisoners were confined in the common dungeon of Fort William known as the Black Hole. He then proceeded to sack the French and Dutch factories in the area, extracting large sums from them ‘to demonstrate his general distaste to Europeans’.13


When news of the capture of Kolkata reached British headquarters in Madras, it was decided to send an expeditionary force under Clive, to establish the Company’s privileges in Bengal on a more permanent basis. The force, with a squadron commanded by Vice-Admiral Charles Watson, 14 arrived off Kolkata in December 1756, where Watts joined them. Kolkata was retaken on 2 January 1757.


Siraj responded by marching on Kolkata, where he arrived on 3 February. The following day, Clive launched a surprise attack on Siraj’s 50,000-strong army with a force of 600 sailors, 650 Europeans and 800 sepoys, which produced a tactical victory with some 600 killed of Siraj’s force compared to 57 Europeans. The attack was accompanied by a letter from Admiral Watson, indicating this was ‘a specimen only of what British Arms, when provoked, could perform’.15 The partially cowed Siraj signed the Treaty of Alinagar, restoring the Company’s properties, and Watts accompanied Siraj back to his capital as advisor and administrator of the treaty’s provisions.


The day after the treaty was signed, news arrived of the outbreak of Britain’s war with France. Siraj accordingly opened negotiations with the French, who convinced him falsely that they had large forces nearby. As Watts put it: ‘his Project was too great for his Capacity; he did what he could to execute it, but it was beyond his force, and his very manner of managing it defeated his Design’.16 Thus, after Watts had, through judicious bribery, convinced Siraj to remain neutral, Clive attacked the French trading post at Chandannagar (formerly, Chandernagore), their most important post in Bengal, which he captured on 24 March, assisted by information from Watts on Siraj’s movements.


From this point, Siraj was firmly in league with the French and Watts’ situation at his court became perilous and unpleasant – Siraj several times threatened to have him executed. However, Siraj’s court was seething with discontent and Watts was approached by Mir Jafar, the paymaster of Siraj’s army, offering to support the British. On advice from Watts, Clive and the council drew up a treaty offering to make Mir Jafar Nawab of Bengal if British arms were successful.


The treaty with Mir Jafar was signed on 5 June and Watts escaped from Siraj on 11 June. After Watts arrived at their encampment, the British forces, totalling around 3,000 men, of which 800 were Europeans, began an advance towards Siraj’s capital. On 23 June, the force arrived at Plassey, to be faced by about 60,000 enemy troops, of which the left wing was commanded by Mir Jafar. A French detachment to reinforce Siraj was expected, but only 50 French troops were present. The battle lasted all day, with the crucial engagement taking place after a tropical downpour, during which the British kept their powder dry while Siraj’s forces did not.


At the end of the day, Siraj fled, to be murdered on the order of Mir Jafar’s son. Mir Jafar became Nawab of Bengal and a large indemnity was paid to cover British costs. Of that indemnity, Watts was given £114,000 for his services surrounding Plassey. He also starred in a heroic painting by Benjamin Wilson (1721-88): ‘Mir Jafar and his son Miran delivering the Treaty of 1757 to William Watts’.17





[image: image]

Mir Jafar and his son delivering the 1757 Treaty to William Watts, Liverpool’s maternal grandfather.





Watts returned to England in 1758 and wrote Memoirs of the Revolution in Bengal, published in 1760. He bought a Buckinghamshire family seat Hanslope Park, in June 1764 but died there in August.


Watts’ wife, Liverpool’s grandmother, Frances Croke (1728-1812), was the second daughter of Edward Croke (1690-1769), the Governor of Fort St David. She was married four times, Watts being the third (both her first two husbands died young). After a few years at Hanslope, Frances returned to India following Amelia’s wedding. There she married the chaplain William Johnson in 1774 and stayed on in Kolkata after his return to England in 1789, dying in February 1812, well-known and well-liked throughout Kolkata society as ‘the Begum Johnson’ (from her frequent references to the Nawab’s grandmother’s kindness). By the time she died, she was the oldest British resident in Bengal and a leader in Kolkata society, flourishing for a decade after her grandson became Foreign Secretary in 1801. Charles Jenkinson helped her with her affairs, including her divorce from Johnson, and she corresponded with Liverpool until her death. She was granted a public funeral, attended by the Governor-General Lord Minto18 and Wellington later talked of having known her while in India.19


Edward Croke’s wife, Isabella Beizor (c. 1710-80), was a Portuguese Indian creole, thus giving Liverpool a trace (probably about one sixteenth, but maybe less) of Indian blood.


On both sides therefore, Liverpool’s ancestry was not aristocratic – there is a remarkable absence of the peerage from his direct ancestry. There was not a huge amount of money around, other than that earned by Charles Jenkinson from political offices and sinecures. (Only a modest part of Watts’ £114,000 and other Indian earnings went to Amelia.)


Before dealing with Charles Jenkinson and then Liverpool himself, it is worth examining Liverpool’s contemporary relatives, who mostly played limited roles in his life, although he provided many of them with assistance and occasionally money.


Edward Watts (1752-1828), Liverpool’s maternal uncle, led a long and apparently blameless life at the family seat, Hanslope Park, marrying in 1778 Florentia Wynch, daughter of Alexander Wynch (1721-81), former Governor of Madras. He otherwise touched modern records only peripherally, notably when he employed the landscape architect, Humphry Repton (1752-1818), to produce designs for remodelling Hanslope’s grounds in 1791-92. His descendants lived at Hanslope until 1933.


Sophia Watts (1753-1830), Liverpool’s maternal aunt, helped with Liverpool’s early childhood, then in December 1772 married George Poyntz Ricketts (1749-1800), a sugar planter in the West Indies who in 1794 – helped by intervention from Charles Jenkinson – became Governor of Barbados.


Ricketts’ second son, Charles Milner Ricketts (1776-1867), served in India and benefited from Liverpool’s patronage, becoming Lord Moira’s20 secretary in 1813 and member of the Indian Council in 1817 before returning to England to become MP for Dartmouth (1820-22). Alas, in 1822 Ricketts and his wife separated acrimoniously and he was compelled to abandon hope of high office in England. Instead, he learned Spanish quickly and was sent as Consul to Peru in 1825, after which his life descended into obscurity. Liverpool wrote:




I procured him an easy seat in Parliament … and gave him thereby the opportunity of making himself known, and of forming English connections. Whether anything further would have resulted from this it is impossible for me to say … but the road was certainly open to him and it is no fault of mine he has not been able to take advantage of it.21





On his father’s side, Liverpool’s uncle, John Jenkinson’s eldest son, Sir Charles Jenkinson (1779-1855), served in the army, rising to Captain. Then, following Liverpool’s appointment as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports, he was elected MP for Dover at the 1806 election. He was a safe government vote throughout his parliamentary service, although he opposed his cousin in voting for Catholic relief in 1813. However, Charles left unpaid debts in Dover in 1812, resigned from Parliament at the 1818 election and in 1825 wrote a begging letter to his cousin from Paris, which resulted in a pension of £50 a year each to his two eldest daughters and £100 towards liquidation of his debts. Late in life he was to become the tenth Jenkinson baronet on the death of Liverpool’s half-brother, Charles Cecil Cope Jenkinson, in 1851. Nonetheless, he died in Paris four years later.22


John’s second son, John Banks Jenkinson (1781-1840), was the star of the family, other than Liverpool himself. He was appointed Bishop of St Davids, Pembrokeshire by Liverpool in 1825 and Dean of Durham by Canning two years later; he also produced the eleventh Baronet, and another Conservative MP, Sir George Samuel Jenkinson (1817-92).23 As Bishop of St Davids he was the official petitioner to the Crown for the charter of the University of Wales, Lampeter (in 1828); as Dean of Durham he performed the same function for Durham University (in 1837).


John’s third son, George Jenkinson (1783-1823), served in the Peninsular War in the Royal Artillery, was wounded at Talavera in 1809 and rose to Lieutenant-Colonel in 1814 at Wellington’s recommendation. He was trusted by Liverpool as special envoy to the French royal family when Napoleon escaped from Elba, and their relationship appears to have been both close and friendly. George IV sent Liverpool condolences when George Jenkinson died.


John’s fourth and youngest son, Robert Henry Jenkinson (1786-1857), was appointed Lieutenant-Governor of Dover Castle in 1806, at the age of only 20, by his cousin the Lord Warden. He was to hold the appointment until Liverpool’s retirement in 1827 and then reciprocated Liverpool’s help by buying a modest estate, Norbiton Hall in Kingston, jointly with Liverpool’s widow, Mary, 24 in which she lived until her death in 1846.


Finally, John also had a daughter, Fanny Jenkinson (1787?-1838), who in 1805 married William Boothby (1782-1846), the son of a Derbyshire baronet and from 1824 the Baronet himself. Liverpool paid the fees for their son at a boarding school in 1815-16, after which the entire Boothby family came to live with him at Coombe Wood and Fife House before he got William Boothby a £300-per-annum post in HM Customs. Liverpool left two of the Boothby children, Cecil and Fanny, £10,000 each in his will, together with £2,000 each to their four brothers and sisters, 25 so the Boothbys clearly played a useful emotional role in Liverpool’s life.


Liverpool’s brother-in-law, James Grimston (his half-sister Charlotte’s husband), was Tory MP for St Albans from 1802 until 1808, before succeeding as fourth Viscount Grimston in 1808, and was rewarded by Liverpool, becoming first Earl of Verulam in 1815. He was a solid Tory vote in both Commons and Lords, but his primary interest was the turf, though he served as Lord Lieutenant of Hertfordshire from 1823 until his 1845 death.


Finally, Liverpool’s half-brother, Charles Cecil Cope Jenkinson, who succeeded Liverpool to the earldom, was considerably younger than Liverpool and made his career in Liverpool’s shadow. He was educated privately, rather than at Charterhouse, then at Christ Church, Oxford, where he matriculated in 1801, after a short spell in the navy, but did not take a degree. He acted as his brother’s private secretary and undersecretary in 1804-10, then, finding official business tiresome, retired to a lengthy career on the Commons backbenches, as MP for Sandwich, Bridgenorth and East Grinstead before moving to the Lords on Liverpool’s death. His later career included a spell as Lord Steward of the Household to Queen Victoria during Peel’s government of 1841-6.


In 1810 Charles married Julia Shuckburgh-Evelyn, daughter of Sir George Shuckburgh-Evelyn, sixth Baronet.26 An independent country gentleman of ‘inadequate’ fortune, Sir George remarked to Pitt in 1787: ‘I have the honour of the county of Warwick in my hands and I will surrender it to no individual on earth.’27 Alas, Julia died in 1814, leaving Charles with no sons and three daughters, and he never remarried, thus extinguishing the Hawkesbury and Liverpool titles on his death in 1851. However, his second daughter Selina (1812-83) married twice, the second time in 1845 to George Savile Foljambe (1800-69) whose only son, Cecil George Savile Foljambe (1846-1907), was Liberal MP for North Nottinghamshire and Mansfield from 1880-92. He was raised to the peerage as Baron Hawkesbury in 1893 and then, on his appointment as Lord Steward of the Household, he was made Earl of Liverpool in 1905. The title has descended to the present day in Edward Foljambe, fifth Earl of the 1905 creation (1944- ).


Turning now to the main protagonists, Liverpool’s father, Charles Jenkinson (1729-1808), was a major political figure from 1763 and a key member of both North’s and Pitt’s governments, granted both a barony and an earldom. He was educated at Charterhouse, and University College, Oxford, matriculating in 1746. He remained at Oxford until 1752, intending to enter the Church through a family connection, but then became involved as pamphleteer on the Whig side in the Oxfordshire election of 1754, the most expensive election of the eighteenth century. 28 (By 1754, Toryism appeared a dead-end for a young politician seeking paid office.) Using his Oxfordshire connections and those from this campaign, notably, Simon, Earl Harcourt29 and George Grenville, 30 he became unpaid secretary in 1756 to the fourth Earl of Holderness, 31 Secretary of State for the Northern Department.
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Charles Jenkinson, Liverpool’s father, in 1788, by George Romney. A satisfied man; his ambitions are being achieved.





With his Tory family history and beliefs, Charles Jenkinson’s future was boosted when the Tory-friendly George III became king in 1760. He became an MP in 1761 and secretary to the third Earl of Bute, 32 who from 1762 was the first Tory Prime Minister since 1714. Then, when Bute was succeeded by George Grenville the following year, Charles Jenkinson became Senior Secretary to the Treasury. Here he played a major role in drafting the 1765 Stamp Act, a sensible piece of legislation that was stymied by the fall of the Grenville government and its replacement by Whigs under the second Marquess of Rockingham, 33 who allowed Colonial opposition to the Act to force its repeal. Jenkinson resigned on Grenville’s fall, but had formed a friendship with George III that he never lost.


In minor but increasingly well-paid offices, Jenkinson’s influence gradually grew after 1770, because he was close to both the King and Lord North.34 He was active in Indian policy, proposing the Tea Act of 1773 that led to the Boston Tea Party, and in the gold recoinage of 1774, becoming Britain’s leading coinage expert. He became Secretary at War in 1778, still outside the Cabinet but responsible for the American War’s logistics. From 1778, North became increasingly dilatory, so Jenkinson and the Treasury secretary John Robinson35 managed affairs at the direction of the King – 1778-82 was the last period of effective Royal rule in British history.


In 1782 with North, Jenkinson lost office. He then helped to engineer the Royal coup that brought William Pitt the Younger to power in December 1783. Pitt initially believed himself a Whig and distrusted Jenkinson but Jenkinson remained involved in economic matters, his area of greatest expertise. He was rewarded in 1786 by being made President of the Board of Trade with a barony, albeit still outside the Cabinet. Nudged by Jenkinson, the Regency Crisis and the French Revolution, Pitt shifted gradually towards Toryism, forming a fully Tory government by the 1790s. Cabinet membership for Jenkinson followed in 1791 and an earldom in 1796; he continued playing an active role in Cabinet (with Liverpool from 1801) until his retirement in 1804. Together with Pitt (and not always in agreement with him) he was the principal economic specialist in government from 1786, designing the Navigation Act of 1786, several trade treaties, the famine relief measures of the 1790s and the ‘Cartwheel’ copper recoinage of 1797.


Charles Jenkinson married twice: Liverpool’s mother, Amelia, in 1769 and a second wife, Catherine Bishopp Cope (1744-1827), in 1782. This second marriage produced two children, a daughter, Charlotte, in 1783 and a son, Charles Cecil Cope Jenkinson (1784-1851), who succeeded Liverpool as third Earl.


Charles Jenkinson’s political position and philosophy were crucial to Liverpool’s own early career and central to the development of the Tory party, Conservatism and much of Liverpool’s economic policy. The £150,000 he left in 1808, the proceeds of a lifetime of lucrative political activity, were also useful.36


Liverpool was born on 7 June 1770, probably at Charles Jenkinson’s London house, and baptised on 26 June at St Margaret’s, Westminster, ten days before his mother died on 7 July, apparently while travelling from London to Hawkesbury, where the air was thought to be healthier. His godfather was his father’s bachelor cousin, Sir Banks Jenkinson, sixth baronet.


The son of a single father with an active parliamentary career, Liverpool spent much of his early childhood with his widowed grandmother, Amarantha, and his aunt Elizabeth either at her home in Winchester or at Speaker Charles Wolfran Cornwall’s home nearby. His maternal aunt Sophia was a paying guest and helped with his upbringing until her marriage to Ricketts. There were also visits to his scholarly godfather Banks’ house in Oxford.


Liverpool briefly attended school in Winchester then, a few weeks before his eighth birthday, transferred to his father’s house at North End, where he had a French tutor. A year later in September 1779 he entered Albion House, a preparatory school at Parsons Green.


Liverpool’s childhood was generally healthy, except for an alarming attack of worms in 1781. He was a docile and intelligent child, although stories suggest shyness, an inability to pick up non-verbal clues and a certain gullibility which he was to retain into early adulthood.37 Although without a mother, he was surrounded by capable and kindly family members, male and female, whose attentions left him with a sweetness of disposition which remained with him even as Prime Minister.
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Sir Banks Jenkinson, 6th Bt Liverpool’s godfather. Impoverished gentry, given sinecure by Charles Jenkinson while Bute’s ‘right hand’ in 1762.





In 1783, Liverpool followed in his father’s footsteps to the Charterhouse School in London. Since his father was both wealthy and eminent, the choice of Charterhouse, surrounded by Smithfield Market and urban grime, can be held as deliberate. The school had two advantages: its curriculum was broader than most, offering considerable mathematics and encouraging general reading, as well as the usual Latin and Greek, while the school also paid more attention to the boys’ welfare than the lackadaisical Eton.


Liverpool’s upbringing in this respect was more akin to Castlereagh’s at The Royal School, Armagh, or even Eldon’s38 at Newcastle Grammar School, than to Canning’s at Eton – in the period 1790-1820 Charterhouse produced 35 of the 1,240 MPs whose education is known, compared to Eton’s 400.39 This became significant in later life; Whig historians, admirers of Canning, have deliberately misinterpreted the relationship between Canning and Liverpool, which in that class-ridden society was somewhat typical of that between an Old Etonian and one who, in his view, had a socially inferior education.


History is surprisingly lacking in anecdotes of Liverpool’s schooldays, partly because in the Whig-dominated nineteenth century, when such anecdotes would have surfaced, Liverpool was very undervalued by historians and the general public. The 1894 Charterhouse, Old and New, 40 for example, has a chapter on notable Old Carthusians, drooling about Thackeray, but does not mention either Charles Jenkinson or Liverpool – the latter surely the school’s most notable alumnus. However, Liverpool himself left us one anecdote, in an 1826 House of Lords speech: ‘I was once, when a schoolboy, attacked by a highwayman. I was very young at the time, but I remember losing all the money I had about me.’41


With the encouragement of his father, Liverpool was a diligent scholar, with interests far beyond the traditional classics. In a letter to his 14-year-old son in his second year at Charterhouse, Jenkinson praised his progress in Latin and Greek but warned him not to read any novels, since they would only waste time which he would not find ‘more than sufficient for the pursuit of more useful and important studies’.42 Liverpool also paid attention to his appearance and presentation – something his father never quite mastered – and would continue in this respect over the years


By the time he left Charterhouse, Liverpool was adept not only in classics, but also in mathematics, French, history, European politics and political economy – the latter study through a reading programme recommended by his father, now President of the Board of Trade. As Liverpool’s first biographer noted, ‘As the eldest son of a peer with the greatest personal influence with the crown, his destination to the highest offices of state was never equivocal; but no man ever felt and exemplified more than that peer, the importance of early and solid acquirements.’43


Like his grandfather, but unlike his father, Liverpool went in 1787 to Christ Church, Oxford, now restored to its traditional Toryism, as was the see of Oxford under John Butler, a strong supporter of Lord North, appointed in 1777. More important for Liverpool’s development, the Dean, Cyril Jackson, 44 was also a Tory and one of the greatest of Christ Church’s deans, with substantial political influence and connections as well as a sterling academic reputation and a commitment to sound discipline.


Christ Church was the greatest producer of MPs of any Oxford or Cambridge college. Between 1790 and 1820, 285 of Oxford’s 531 graduates who became MPs were Christ Church graduates, compared to the runner-up, Trinity College, Cambridge, with 151 of Cambridge’s 414 (but note that Eton still beats it).45 Thus, with Christ Church restored to its traditional Toryism and his ambitious father’s friendship with Dr George Jubb, the professor of Hebrew, 46 it was a natural destination for Liverpool.


Liverpool was awarded his MA on 19 May 1790. His college career included a nine-month gap in 1789-90, which he used for travel, and the social contacts he made were also important to his later career. These included Lord Henry Spencer, 47 Charles Arbuthnot, 48 the rather younger Granville Leveson-Gower49 and, above all, George Canning. Nicholas Vansittart was a near contemporary, graduating in 1787, who also played a major role in Liverpool’s future career.


As an old Etonian with the fashionable leftism of youth – a strong Foxite Whig at this stage – Canning’s political contacts at Christ Church included the Whig leaders, Henry Vassall-Fox, Lord Holland50 and George Howard, heir to the earldom of Carlisle.51 Another good friend of both Canning and Liverpool, John Frank Newton, in 1828, wrote a reminiscence of their Oxford days, entitled Early Days of the Right Honorable George Canning.


Newton describes how Canning and Liverpool formed a political discussion club (the Oxford Union was still 30 years in the future) which met every Thursday, with its own brown uniform jacket adorned with buttons representing Demosthenes, Cicero, Pitt and Fox.52 In a letter to Newton in 1788 announcing the winding-up of the club, Canning explained that a motive for setting it up had been to debate against Liverpool, who had arrived at Christ Church seven months earlier:




Connected with men of avowed enmity in the political world, professing opposite principles, and looking forward to some distant period when we might be ranged against each other on some larger field, we were perhaps neither of us without the vanity of wishing to obtain an early ascendency over the other.53





However, within a year of its formation, Canning had left the club, having been advised by Dean Jackson that too ardent an espousal of Foxite Whiggery would damage his earning capacity at the Bar.


Newton describes Liverpool at Christ Church as:




not only a first rate scholar, but he had confessedly acquired a greater share of general knowledge than perhaps any other undergraduate of that day. He was an excellent historian, and his attention had been directed so early by his father to the contending interests of the European nations, that intricate political questions were already familiar to his mind.54





His good nature and ‘conciliatory temper’ were also remarkable, as they were to remain until around 1820.


Canning’s friendship with Liverpool did far more for Canning than for Liverpool, who rescued Canning’s career on several occasions, without many signs of reciprocation. Even at Oxford, Canning patronised ‘Jenky’ and ‘once, it is believed, Canning put him under the college pump’.55 Liverpool introduced Canning to Pitt (they are believed to have met first at a dinner at Charles Jenkinson’s seat of Addiscombe), thereby gaining him the patron who brought him into the House of Commons in 1793 as member for the rotten borough of Newtown, Isle of Wight. After Canning entered the House, Pitt’s patronage of him came rather at the expense of Liverpool. Then, over 1801-04, Canning sneered at Liverpool’s membership of Addington’s government, from 1804 to 1812, the two clashed several times as rival members of the same Cabinet and, in 1812, Canning attempted without success to oust Liverpool. After 1812 Liverpool bailed out Canning’s career despite the opposition of several of his colleagues, bringing him back first into the Cabinet and then, in 1822, making him Foreign Secretary in the face of determined Royal and Cabinet opposition.


It is unclear what Liverpool got in return for all this, and Canning’s attitude to Liverpool throughout remained mostly friendly but almost always deprecating and patronising. Gash says: ‘Canning’s feelings towards [Liverpool] still had an element of contempt of a kind not uncommon in a clever, witty man towards a duller, loyal companion.’56 We are not told in what respect Liverpool was ‘duller’ – his academic record at Christ Church was excellent and his early House of Commons speeches were praised very highly. One is drawn to the suspicion that much of Canning’s attitude derived from the eternal contempt of Old Etonians for those not blessed with that magic accolade, exacerbated by the lacunae in Canning’s own social position. As Canning was media savvy, his version of history has dominated.


Liverpool was a diligent and sober undergraduate, studying classical authors and Euclidean mathematics and, in his first year, failing to spend his whole allowance of £200.57 Despite the occasional pump incident, Liverpool reported later, ‘I had the good fortune [while at Oxford] of living in a very quiet and orderly set.’58


One excursion from Oxford was to give him valuable practical experience. In February 1789, Liverpool and some friends, helped John Pitt, a Gloucester attorney (no relation to the Prime Minister), in an expensive by-election at Gloucester, where he was opposed by the Whig Duke of Norfolk’s cousin. The by-election had national significance because it occurred in the middle of the Regency Crisis – polling day was 5 February, the day Pitt’s Regency Bill was introduced to the Commons. After heavy canvassing by Liverpool and his friends of individual electors (something Liverpool was not to do much in later years despite his political success), John Pitt won by one vote (837 to 836) and was to remain in Parliament as a reliable government supporter until 1805. The total cost of John Pitt’s election exceeded £10,000, far beyond his means, so his Oxford supporters doubtless helped there, too. (The Duke of Norfolk spent £20,000 on behalf of his cousin.)59


After 26 months at Oxford, Liverpool set off on a prolonged visit to France, arriving in Paris on 7 July 1789.60 He was just in time for the storming of the Bastille, which took place a week after on 14 July. In 1819 Liverpool was to claim in Parliament that he had been an eyewitness ‘and had seen even women busy in the work of destruction and slaughter’.61 Definitive proof of this is available in a National Archives Education Service handout, 62 which contains a letter from the young Liverpool dated 15 July, probably to his father, saying, ‘The Consternation that has prevailed in Paris for the last two days, is beyond all description … the whole sight has been such, that nothing would have tempted me to miss it.’ A modern observer, even of student age, might have had a better sense of self-preservation in a revolutionary situation; those were innocent days!


Liverpool was also in Paris on 22 July when the mob murdered Joseph Foulon de Doue, Necker’s successor as interim Finance Minister, and his sonin-law, Louis Benigne François Berthier de Sauvigny. Five years later, Liverpool in a House of Commons debate was to suggest that, according to the Paris gossip of the time, Lafayette, 63 then Commander-in-Chief of the National Guard of France, had not done all he might to prevent the murders, which somewhat justified his 1793-97 imprisonment by Prussia and Austria.


One contemporary who decided Paris was getting too dangerous was the British Ambassador, the Duke of Dorset, 64 who by late July was advising British nationals to leave Paris. Dorset himself left the city on 8 August, leaving his Paris residence to be sacked by the mob, and met at Dover the nucleus of a cricket side he had invited to tour France with him – abortively, the world’s first international cricket tour, an experiment not to be repeated until 1859.65 Dorset in the following year married Liverpool’s stepsister Arabella Cope.


The events of the next few tumultuous months made a lasting impression upon the young Liverpool. He appears to have observed events as they unfolded both accurately and shrewdly, and to have been uncontaminated by Radical enthusiasm for the early months of the French Revolution. ‘How this matter will end it seems more and more difficult every day to determine,’66 wrote Liverpool to his father in October, after a detailed dissection, ‘all who understand the plan condemn it’, of Necker’s67 latest financial plan, which involved an income tax of 25 per cent and a loan of 30 million francs. He also shrewdly noted to his father, ‘the nobility and men of property would readily consent to pay part of their fortune for the positive security of the rest’68 – an impossible bargain, alas, in any revolutionary situation.


Liverpool returned to London in November 1789 to study law under the barrister, John Reeves, later a well-known High Tory polemicist and founder in 1792 of the highly successful Association for Preserving Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers.69 Then, in the spring of 1790, he returned to Christ Church, after which he received the degree of Master of Arts in May 1790 without taking an examination.


Although more than a year short of his 21st birthday, Liverpool began his political career by standing for two constituencies at the June 1790 election, being elected for both. The precipitancy of his application to Parliament was justified by the infrequency of parliamentary elections; by the following election of 1796 he would be 26 years old. For a young man with Liverpool’s connections and money, parliamentary seats were easy to find, but by-elections were infrequent.


In the event, Charles Jenkinson exerted his influence in two directions in favour of his son. Liverpool was elected both for Appleby, the notorious Lowther70 pocket borough for which his father had briefly sat, and for Rye, which was under the control of the Treasury. Since Liverpool had no wish to have his policy stances dictated by the incorrigibly autocratic Lowther, he accepted the Rye nomination.


Being under age, Liverpool did not begin his Commons career immediately; instead, he embarked on a second and longer Grand Tour, taking in Holland, Germany and Italy.71 From Italy he wrote back to his father letters full of classical allusions, although he found modern Italy a beautiful country full of rather unattractive people: ‘Nothing is more common than assassinations in Naples: the week does not pass in which you do not hear of four or five, and in cases of murder little redress is to be found.’72 He returned to England just before the end of the parliamentary session in June 1791, but did not take the oath until the following year.


His Christ Church contemporary, Granville Leveson-Gower saw him again at this time and remarked, ‘I do not think his abilities are of the highest class, but a wonderful fluency of words and no share of mauvaise honte may cause his making some figure in the House of Commons.’73 That view seems largely governed by aristocratic hauteur; Liverpool was not an exceptionally pushy personality and could hardly be described as ‘shameless’.


Liverpool gave his maiden speech in the House of Commons in February 1792 after Pitt chose him to answer the opposition’s censure motion moved by Samuel Whitbread74 on the armaments programme undertaken to combat Russian expansion With France apparently weakened by post-Revolutionary disturbances, Russia began to reassert its policy of expansionism into the territories of the ailing Ottoman Empire. Pitt, early to recognise the new strategic situation, had issued an ultimatum to Russia demanding its surrender of Oczakov, a Black Sea Turkish fortress seized in 1788.


The opposition spotted ministerial weakness and attacked both the ultimatum and the armaments programme instituted to back it, forcing Pitt to abandon the ultimatum. In the event, it did the ministry a favour; a war with Russia would have led to horrible complications when his assumption that Revolutionary France posed no threat proved a year later to be nonsense.


Liverpool, in his speech, maintained that France was our eternal rival, that Britain needed to support Holland against France and that Prussia was Britain’s natural ally because of its interests in Holland. Austria, recently allied to France and Prussia’s natural rival, would be weakened by strengthening Turkey, which would give Prussia freedom to support Britain against France, whose enfeebled state he did not expect to last for long. He made the argument that Russia would back down if it saw that Parliament supported the British ultimatum, and suggested that free navigation of the River Dniester, another demand in Britain’s ultimatum, would enable Turkey to aid Poland, which was likely to become a power of considerable consequence. Finally, he ended the speech with a panegyric on the balance of power.75


Liverpool’s prescience was greater than Pitt’s in recognising that France could recover quickly, though his optimism on Poland proved misguided – that country was partitioned by Russia, Austria and Prussia over the next three years, with no more than feeble protests from Britain.76 However, his overall reasoning was reminiscent of the manoeuvring between the Great Powers before the Seven Years War; the Oczakov crisis was an odd hybrid, containing elements of the diplomacy of 40 years earlier and that of 60 years later.


Liverpool’s maiden speech was a great success, praised by Pitt in his daily report to the King (‘it went through the whole subject in a manner so masterly both in point of matter and stile as to excite general admiration’77) and by various potentates in congratulatory letters to his father. It was additionally useful to Liverpool’s career in dealing with a great foreign policy question, indicating to Pitt that he had acquired a valuable new Commons debating talent.


The year 1792 was an eventful parliamentary session; it included Pitt’s great economic speech of 17 February, quoted by Canning 35 years later. After a three-year period from 1789 in which British exports had increased by 50 per cent, Pitt postulated that Britain could achieve, given peace and good government, a permanent economic growth derived from the effect of compound interest on the nation’s capital stock. While Pitt’s optimism about the lack of danger from France (‘There never was a time in the history of this country when, from the situation of Europe, we might reasonably expect fifteen years of peace’78) proved excessive, his speech marked the beginning of transition in political thought to the idea of living in a world of continuous economic growth and increasing prosperity.


Previous statesmen had seen the world as unchanging, falling short of the glories of ancient Rome so that economic ups and downs were cyclical or random movements, due to a run of peace or good harvests, in an economy that was essentially static. Six years later Thomas Malthus79 was to propound the opposite thesis, that mankind was destined for inevitable starvation as population outran growth. Pitt’s optimism proved correct and liberating, although he alluded only peripherally (‘the improvement which has been made in the mode of carrying on almost every branch of manufacture’80) to technological change. That was already happening at a considerable rate, but its effects entered political thinking only gradually, with Liverpool himself becoming one of its major proponents.


Liverpool absorbed his great chief’s new message of optimism and in his own premiership 20 years later was to show a firm faith in the country’s ability to achieve long-term, even perpetual, growth – not so much through the operation of compound interest on the nation’s capital stock as through technological change and productivity growth therefrom, which by then had fully entered the political lexicon.


The 1792 session also saw the second great debate on the abolition of the slave trade. (A bill had been passed in 1788 restricting the trade and an abolitionist motion had been introduced in the previous year, losing by 163 to 88.) Here Liverpool followed his father, a leading anti-abolitionist in the Lords; as his first biographer, writing in 1827 before the abolition of slavery itself, said ‘the advocates of abolition were not, at this time, distinguished either by their mercantile knowledge, their individual discretion, or their respect for established opinions’.81


Within the British Empire the moral case against slavery was becoming generally agreed and opposition to abolition was primarily economic – there were few equivalents of John C. Calhoun82 proclaiming slavery a ‘positive good’. Lord Mansfield’s 1772 decision in the Somersett Case had effectively forbidden it in England and Wales, while Upper Canada (today’s Ontario), where the only significant pro-slavery economic interests were a few former Loyalist Americans from the southern states, was in 1793 to pass an ‘Act Against Slavery’ providing for immediate abolition of the trade and gradual abolition of slavery itself.


Liverpool’s own speech admitted that the slave trade was indefensible but pointed out that British trade would lose £6 million annually by its abolition. He then introduced an economic argument of doubtful validity, suggesting that regulation improving the lot of existing slaves would increase their fertility, thus rendering the import of new slaves unnecessary and causing the trade to die a natural death. This may have looked plausible in relation to Britain’s possessions in the West Indies and the coastal US slave states, but it ignored the slaveholding potential of the future US Deep South states, which would open to extended slave cultivation after the United States’ Louisiana Purchase of 1803.


Liverpool’s motion to bring forth a plan for this purpose was defeated by 234 votes to 87, after which Dundas’83 motion, inserting the word ‘gradually’ before the provision for abolition (he later proposed a date of 1 January 1800), was carried by a majority of 193 to 125. The amended motion was carried by 230 to 85 but died in the face of Lords’ opposition, after which the war told against further abolition attempts.


Although Liverpool would continue to oppose the abolition of the slave trade until the Act was passed in January 1807, as Prime Minister he would devote considerable naval and diplomatic resources to stamping out the slave trade and in the 1820s he was mildly helpful in early attempts to abolish slavery.


After the session ended, Liverpool made his third European trip, through Holland to Coblenz, the headquarters of the Austrian and German forces now at war with Revolutionary France. In this trip, Liverpool probably had a watching brief from Pitt (though any formal brief from Pitt was denied in a letter to The Times).84


He travelled with Leveson-Gower and, while on the journey composed a project of government for France, which divided the country into provinces, each with a provincial parliament of two houses imposing taxes locally. Leveson-Gower thought the project good but that the nobility might object to spending so much time in the provinces, away from Paris. Essentially, Liverpool was here attempting to replace France’s overcentralised constitution with a version of Britain’s mixed eighteenth-century government. It might well have worked better but ran directly contrary to France’s constitutional tradition, still apparent today both in France and in the institutions of the European Union, of centralisation and authoritarianism.85


Liverpool’s letters to his father were full of detailed information on the Allied forces’ diplomatic and military positions. He was not optimistic: ‘It is not easy to conceive the sovereign contempt with which the Prussians of every description, soldiers as well as officers, treat the French…. In the French émigré army there are about 16,000 men. In this number there are about 500 soldiers; all the rest are officers.’86


Three days later he commended as ‘moderate’ the manifesto of the Duke of Brunswick, commander of the joint Prussian and Austrian forces, by which he threatened to burn to the ground any French village which opposed his troops and to destroy Paris if the royal family was harmed. This threat further radicalised the French regime, produced massive additional opposition to the royal family and spurred a rising on 10 August that stormed the Tuileries Palace, massacred the Swiss Guard and deposed Louis XVI.


Liverpool’s commendation of Brunswick was an unexpected youthful misjudgement; he should have learned from his reading of Clarendon’s History of the Rebellion and Civil Wars in England87 that the opposite policy, to be as lenient as possible, was greatly preferable in what was potentially a civil war. Fortunately, by the time he had the command of military matters in 1809-15, he would have mastered this lesson.


Liverpool was more sure-footed in his analysis of economic and strategic questions, writing in a subsequent letter that Prussia was so small that, if anything interrupted its military success, it would, except under a very able prince, decline to a second-class power, whereas Austria, far less effective and impressive though its army was, would always maintain its strength because of its population and resources.


Liverpool spent over a month with the Allied armies, witnessing their first incursion into France and commenting favourably on the King of Prussia’s recompensing French villagers for war damage. However, the French armies succeeded in stopping the Allied advance on 20 September at the Battle of Valmy and thereafter Britain was drawn inexorably into the war, the final step being the execution of Louis XVI in January 1793.


Having spent a month with the Allied armies, Liverpool was more aware than most that war with France was inevitable. Accordingly, in the winter of 1792-3 he obtained a commission in the militia, although Canning, supportive as always, remarked that with his knowledge of music he was best suited to be a trumpeter.88


In the new session which opened in December, Liverpool took a prominent part in opposing Fox’s motion calling for ‘every species of honourable negotiation’ to avoid war with France. He took a financial viewpoint, claiming that France’s dire financial position made it a uniquely favourable moment to declare war on her and suggesting it was pointless to negotiate with the ‘band of sanguinary ruffians’ who now ruled France. He also suggested that war with France would make it far easier to quell British sedition, which the French had been busily supporting from their national treasury, to the tune of 25 million livres (£1million) in dodgy assignats.89 His speech received warm accolades from Edmund Burke, whose earlier career before the French Revolution had been spent in Whiggish opposition to Charles Jenkinson.90


Liverpool’s contribution to the February debate accompanying the declaration of war against France was described by Pitt to the King as ‘a speech of uncommon ability and effect’, 91 from which point he became a frontbench spokesman for the government. With most senior ministers in the Lords, governments were perennially short of debating talent in the Commons, so promotion was quick for a good speaker of reliable politics.


Liverpool’s participation was also notable in favour of what was to become the Aliens Act of 1793. This legislation, prompted by the massive surge in immigration by French fleeing the Jacobins, introduced compulsory registration with the local justice of the peace by aliens entering the country and provided that those violating the act could be held without bail and, if necessary, deported. Even as a supporter in general of free trade, Liverpool was aware that immigration and trade were different issues, on which enlightened policy should differ.


In May he took a leading role in opposing Charles Grey’s motion for Parliamentary Reform, which was believed to embarrass the administration, since Pitt had supported Reform in 1782 and 1785, and it was now backed by agitators in the various Corresponding Societies. Showing the reaction against the Terror in even the mind of young and fairly radical Whigs, Grey’s speech claimed: ‘it is impossible that any set of men, who had not actually lost their sense, should ever propose the French revolution as a model for imitation’.92 He then went on to denounce electoral corruption, claiming that a wider franchise would alleviate it, and to suggest that parliaments elected under the existing narrow franchise had involved the country in repeated expensive wars, running up debt.


In response, Liverpool began by pointing out that Grey’s resolutions proposed no reform plan. He defended the existing constitution on the grounds that its variety of representation, including the landed interests, the mercantile community and the professions, was indispensable to securing a proper advocacy for all the nation’s interests. However, the House of Commons was a deliberative assembly and should therefore not be directed by every breeze of popular opinion but should be expected to pursue unpopular policies from time to time. As for wars, Liverpool pointed out that the War of Jenkins’ Ear had been got up by popular demand, against the wishes of Walpole’s government, while the American war, once it became unpopular, had resulted in the ejection of North’s ministry within eighteen months of an election at which it had triumphed:




Form a House of Commons as you please, assemble the people in Salisbury Plain; you cannot prevent their having improper attachments and improper aversions. You cannot prevent their placing too much confidence in one minister, because they approve of him, or too little in another, because they disapprove of him. The defect is not in the representation; it is human nature, and our eyes had better be turned to an improvement of that.





Finally, he concluded, ‘That there are theoretic defects in the composition of the House of Commons cannot be denied; but it is incumbent on those who propose a reform, to prove, if they can, that those defects affect the practice of the constitution.’93


Grey’s motion lost by a vote of 181 to 109. It was the closest Parliament ever came to broad-based parliamentary reform during Liverpool’s career. Only after his retirement did it again approach success.


In June 1793, Pitt offered Liverpool his first official appointment, a seat on the reconstituted Board of Control for India, which he would hold until 1796, under its new President, Henry Dundas, already Home Secretary. Given Charles Jenkinson’s knowledge of India since the 1760s, friendship with Dundas, and continued presidency of the Board of Trade, there was a natural synergy between the activities of father and son.


We have an image of Liverpool at this period from Karl Anton Hickel’s picture, The House of Commons, 1793-94.94 He is on the front bench, probably after his appointment to the India Board, sitting fifth to the right of Pitt, who is addressing the House. Liverpool’s fawn-yellow trousers, tight boots, cream waistcoat and elaborately ruffled shirt give him a dandified appearance alongside his more soberly-dressed colleagues, all of whom were older. But then this was the era of Sir Percy Blakeney!95 (It is also possible that the yellow trousers of both Liverpool and the fictional Sir Percy were inspired by Goethe’s 1774 novel, The Sorrows of Young Werther, which inspired a fashion for yellow trousers, high boots and a blue jacket, all of which Liverpool is wearing in the Hickel picture.) Nevertheless, this and the Lawrence portrait of 1796 on the jacket of this book show the young Liverpool as a considerably ‘cooler’ cat than the sober statesman of later years.96
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The House of Commons in 1793-94, Karl Anton Hickel. Liverpool is sitting back, five to the right of Pitt, who is speaking.





Liverpool spent a considerable time in the next few years on militia duties. In April 1794, he was appointed Colonel of Pitt’s new Cinque Ports Regiment of Fencible Cavalry, raised by the Prime Minister as Lord Warden of the Cinque Ports. (Canning was to put his recruiting handbill into doggerel verse and read the verses at a dinner party at which Liverpool was present – another nasty Old Etonian putdown.) This was a less grand appointment than it sounds – by October 1795, after having been presented with its colours by Dundas at a parade near Windsor Castle, the regiment numbered 80 effectives. Still, Liverpool was quickly in the front line of maintaining public order – his regiment was ordered to Brighton in May 1795, where the execution of two soldiers had caused a disturbance.97


Liverpool’s performance in the next Parliamentary session was less successful. It included one much mocked speech when he got carried away and announced that ‘marching to Paris is attainable and practicable, and I, for one would recommend such an expedition’.98 This exhortation appeared over optimistic at the time and was to appear absurd as defeat followed defeat. It was to remain part of his legend, being brought up from time to time by the opposition in both Houses and mocked by the Prince Regent eighteen years later.99 In the first months of the war, Liverpool’s aggressive strategy might have succeeded better than the hesitant posture adopted by the Duke of York100 in command of the British forces, but the time for that was already past.


In a later debate on the same subject, Liverpool demolished both the arguments for an early peace and the uselessness of moderation in revolutionary circumstances:




What was it overthrew the administration of Necker? Moderation. What destroyed the Constitutionalists, the Girondins, the Brissotines and the various parties that have risen and sunk in that agitated hemisphere? Moderation! Or what has confirmed the power lodged in the hands of the present possessors? The total want of it! Should they ever depart from their usual system of violence, by thinking of so humane and moderate an idea as treating for peace, their downfall would be inevitable.101
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Louisa, Lady Liverpool in 1793, around the time she met Liverpool, by George Romney.





In response, Sheridan102 mocked Liverpool’s confidence: ‘No other supposition indeed could warrant the manner in which that honourable gentleman delivers his opinions, unless we are to suppose that he has an hereditary [author’s italics] knowledge of politics, and that a deep insight into the secrets of cabinets runs in his blood.’103


Liverpool’s principal activity for the next year was to get married, which he did on 25 March 1795 at Wimbledon, with the Dean of Canterbury, his third cousin, Folliott Cornewall, officiating.104 His wife, Lady Louisa Hervey, was the third and youngest daughter of Frederick Augustus Hervey, fourth Earl of Bristol and Bishop of Derry (1730-1803).105 The Earl was a radical, supporting the Irish Volunteer rebel movement in 1782-83 and favouring both political and religious equality (for example, he objected to tithes, at that time the financial bulwark of the Church of England). In addition, Louisa’s elder sister, Elizabeth, was the live-in mistress (and later wife) of the Whig fifth Duke of Devonshire.


Charles Jenkinson was thus strongly opposed to the match on political, religious and eugenic grounds (there was considerable madness in the Hervey family, beyond the eccentricities of the Earl-Bishop himself). He also believed Liverpool at 24 was too young and early in his career to marry – comparing his own first marriage at the age of 40. (It didn’t help that the proposed bride was three years older than Liverpool himself.) Louisa, however, was very different from her rakish father and sister; she was a diffident soul and an Evangelical, with a seriousness which appealed to Liverpool.


Liverpool appears to have met Louisa some time in 1793 and to have kept the relationship secret from his father in the early stages. By November 1794 Liverpool’s wooing had been successful. The pair then made the mistake of asking the Earl-Bishop’s consent first (he was, as usual travelling on the Continent). This was returned with great benevolence. However, being left to last did nothing for Jenkinson’s equanimity – he had refused to believe a romance was in train when informed of it by a third party.


When Jenkinson was finally told officially, initially in a letter from Liverpool, he refused to accept the match, whereupon Liverpool, after consulting with Pitt and Dundas, informed his father that, if thwarted in love, he would be compelled to give up his Parliamentary career. As Pitt and Dundas agreed (according to the possibly malicious, Canning), ‘the pride which he feels in his son’s consequence is a passion much more powerful, and to which it is much more prudent to appeal, than his affection’.106 Eventually, even the King got involved, not surprisingly, given his long friendship with Jenkinson, to persuade Jenkinson that, despite the highly unsatisfactory character of the bride’s father, true love should be allowed to prevail.


Liverpool’s judgement proved admirable. Louisa was an excellent wife until her relatively early death in 1821, although the Liverpool household was notable for the dullness of its entertainments and the fashionable Whig hostess Lady Holland accused her of ‘extreme prudery’.107 Louisa was also a good judge of people; in particular, she disliked and distrusted Canning, a useful corrective to Liverpool’s enthusiasm for him.


Their married life was only later to include a settled home. Charles Jenkinson’s Addiscombe was rented and left the family on his death in 1808, while a possible inheritance of Pitchford Hall, a beautiful Tudor country house in Shropshire, went in 1807 to his half-brother Charles, as he had fewer means of his own.


Liverpool was to lease a magnificent Whitehall residence, Fife House, only in 1809 after his father’s death and the death of the second Earl of Fife (1729-1809). Given this large and convenient base, Liverpool never used 10 Downing Street, assigning it to his Chancellors of the Exchequer, Nicholas Vansittart and Frederick Robinson, although he had used the Foreign Office’s house at 16 Downing Street as Foreign Secretary in 1801-4, albeit primarily as an office.


In the country, Hawkesbury Manor, which Liverpool owned from 1808, was in a state of disrepair and he appears never to have lived there. There are, however, two houses in Gloucestershire which claim a Liverpool connection. One is Eastwood Park, about ten miles west of Hawkesbury, where Liverpool is said to have started but never completed a house. The second is the Manor House at Petty France, about four miles from Hawkesbury, which Liverpool is said to have had built with completion in 1812. It is likely that Liverpool attempted to build at Eastwood, then realised that Petty France was much closer to his ancestral lands and the family church. Petty France is also only sixteen miles from Bath, where he convalesced frequently in his later years as the strains of high office began to tell. Overall, as Prime Minister he spent little time in Gloucestershire, even though he owned 3,000 acres in the county.


Much nearer to London and hence more convenient for his work in those days of achingly slow travel, in 1801 or 1802 Liverpool bought a modest country home, Coombe Wood, near Kingston, which he had enlarged under the direction of the fashionable architect, Sir John Soane.108 (In its enlarged state, the house was sold to the Duke of Cumberland109 in 1837.) This was close enough to London for entertaining George III (in 1805), the Prince Regent and Czar Alexander I, as well as being large enough for house parties.
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1995 monument to 1797 ‘Massacre of Tranent’ by militia troops of which Liverpool was Colonel. Liverpool’s peripheral involvement is useful modern agitprop. Source: Kim Traynor





Liverpool’s position on the India Board was largely a sinecure, so he was able to spend most of the next few summers drilling his volunteer regiment. He suffered a notably uncomfortable camp in Dumfries in the summer of 1796, where the hospitality was trying: ‘the bottle passes more quickly than I like’.110


The following year, when his regiment was in the Haddington area east of Edinburgh, it was involved in a riot at the mining village of Tranent, since romanticised by some as the ‘Massacre of Tranent’.111 Following the 1797 Militia Act, which authorised the recruitment of 6,000 militia in Scotland, a recruiting squad of about 80 soldiers under Major Wight, which included a party of the Cinque Ports light cavalry under Captain Finlay, was attacked with rocks and bottles by an organised mob of protesters against army recruiting activities.


After several attempts to quell the rioters, Major Wight ordered the dragoons to fire, killing some of the rioters but dispelling them, after which the soldiers appear to have lost discipline and killed various innocent people in the surrounding countryside, to a total of eleven dead and eight injured. Liverpool, the Cinque Ports light cavalry’s commanding officer, was not present, being at the county town of Haddington about ten miles away. The facts of the case were laid before the Lord Advocate of Scotland but no action was taken.


The ‘massacre’, as it can correctly be called with respect to the non-rioters, apparently seven of the eleven killed, has recently been played up locally, with an ugly monument to the rioters erected in 1995. Liverpool’s collateral involvement has fuelled nationalist and leftist agendas. The accusation that he should have been present at Tranent makes little sense as only a small part of his regiment was involved, and Major Wight, not of his regiment, was the senior officer present. Liverpool can, however, be criticised for the poor discipline of his men and for Captain Finlay’s failure to control them.


Liverpool’s military activities continued until the disbandment of the regiment sometime in early 1800, when the invasion threat was thought to have passed, although his ministerial promotion in March 1799 severely curtailed his activities. His activities as Colonel of the Cinque Ports Fencible Cavalry had been unpleasant in parts but had given him an invaluable understanding of two things. First, he had a worm’s eye view of an army’s needs and capabilities, useful after he became War Minister in 1809. Second, he had acquired an understanding of the difficulties of maintaining order and enforcing law in a society, much of which was from time to time on the edge of destitution.


Parliament reassembled on 29 October 1795, ‘its opening being attended by a disgraceful demonstration of the influence of the new democratic doctrines on the mob’.112 (There was a riot outside Westminster, shouts of ‘No King’, stones were thrown at the Royal coach, and its glass was broken by a bullet apparently fired from an airgun.) Liverpool declared in seconding the address that no peace with France was possible until she could be persuaded to give up her recent conquest of Holland, which had taken place only because of the dilatory actions of the anti-French coalition.


His next major speech was on commercial matters, in response to a Grey motion on the state of the nation. He remarked that:




the commercial situation of Great Britain, notwithstanding the weight of so great a war, is more prosperous than at any antecedent period…. The advantage in the borrowing of money, at present, is 1½ per cent greater than during the American war…. It is unfair to complain of increasing expenses. The augmentation of price in all the articles of life and social intercourse, adds, of consequence, the same proportion of increase to military expenses.113





Liverpool assumed the courtesy title of Lord Hawkesbury in May 1796, on his father’s elevation to the earldom of Liverpool, and was easily re-elected at the general election of May-June 1796, at which the Pittite Tories maintained the large majority they had enjoyed since the Portland Whigs crossed the floor of the house two years earlier.


The same year, he produced his only published work (other than a few speeches), Reflections on the Present State of the Resources of the Country.114 It was a sensible career move, since it attached his rising reputation to his father’s established economic expertise. The pamphlet attempted to prove that Britain was as well able to bear its debt load in 1795 and 1796 as it had been in the peace year of 1788. To this end, Liverpool proved that British exports had increased by 50 per cent from 1788 to 1795, more than the increase in debt service payments. Despite France and Holland being cut off from British exports directly, exports to Germany had quadrupled, suggesting that increased costs imposed by war had not prevented some British exports from finding their way to French and Dutch buyers.


He then examined ‘navigation bills’ for canal construction, which had leapt in value since 1788, and ‘enclosure bills’ allowing technological improvements in agriculture, which had also increased. Finally, he proposed the modern notion that since the national debt was primarily held domestically, it did not represent a burden on the economy similar to an individual’s debt. The decline in bond prices was thus not an indication of doubts about the country’s credit, simply the law of supply and demand in action.


Liverpool’s confidence was partly belied by the Bank of England’s suspension of specie payments in February 1797. The pamphlet also took no account of inflation, already virulent in 1795. Liverpool’s overall conclusion, that, given the relatively robust financing system of the City of London, the British economy should prove strong enough to deal with the stresses facing it and the costs of war, was surely, in retrospect, correct. Britain’s capacity to wage global war was an issue that Liverpool would deal with repeatedly in future years. The slim published pamphlet of 1796 remains the basis of his thinking about the matter.


Liverpool spoke at length on the Bank of England’s suspension of payments in the parliamentary debate on 9 March 1797, in answer to heated accusations of national bankruptcy by Fox. He began by asserting that national credit was ‘the most delicate and important subject that could possibly be agitated’, then pointed out that the term ‘bankruptcy’ could not be applied to a country whose assets greatly exceeded its liabilities and whose economy was flourishing. He showed that the value of land was greater than at any previous time and suggested that the drain of specie was due to a ‘panic that has causelessly seized on the public mind’. He ended by suggesting that the paper money supply should be increased rather than diminished, as Fox was suggesting, since to do otherwise would prove impossibly destructive of trade.115 As he was to prove triumphantly in 1819, Liverpool was a sound money man like his father. However, he knew that a paper currency issue became essential when wartime trade imbalances destabilised the gold standard; provided it remained limited, it need not lead to hyperinflation.


Liverpool spoke against a parliamentary reform motion proposed by Grey. He declared himself opposed to Reform, not only at that particularly difficult time, but at any time. The principal objection to it was that the evil addressed by Reform did not exist and its non-existence could be demonstrated by the vagueness of proposals for Reform and the lack of any commonality between them. Parliament well reflected the will of the public, both in its support of Pitt’s ministry and in its initial enthusiasm for the American war. This could be demonstrated by examining the 1796 election results in the counties and populous towns, which showed an even larger majority for Pitt’s ministry than did the close boroughs. The current proposal pointed in the direction of universal suffrage, a principle that almost nobody in the House supported.116


In the following session (1797-98) Liverpool spoke in favour of Pitt’s income tax, first proposed in that year. He said the tax was nowhere near as unpopular in the country as it was in London (since it applied only to incomes above £60, far above the annual wages of a working man, this should not have been surprising). Later in the year, he twice spoke in favour of the land tax, still in 1797 the principal bastion of government finances. This year saw the rise of the ephemeral but influential Anti-Jacobin, sponsored by the young Canning and edited by William Gifford, 117 the future first editor of The Quarterly Review. Liverpool, through his friendship for Canning, was a significant contributor.


Liverpool returned twice in December 1798 to the subject of Pitt’s income tax, saying that: ‘Perfection is not in human nature, but this comes as near it as human wisdom could devise.’ He pointed out that income tax would fall most heavily on the City merchants, whose income typically vastly exceeded their expenditure, rather than the poor whose expenditure matched or exceeded their income – yet the City merchants were welcoming the new measure. The income tax also had the singular merit of ‘keeping all the orders of society in their relative situation’. Also, ‘the objections to its inequality had been illustrated by a comparison of taking a tenth off a man’s height, but this bill took nothing from the height of the dwarf’ 118 – the poorest being spared by the £60 minimum income for tax to be charged.


The following month, Liverpool supported warmly Castlereagh’s motion for consideration of a union with Ireland, which would only be acceptable if wholeheartedly backed by the Irish parliament as well as the English one. (Ireland’s majority Catholic population was not represented in the Irish parliament, although they could vote in Irish parliamentary elections.) Liverpool had seen Pitt’s plan for Irish union the previous year and had written to Wellesley that he agreed with it in every part and remarked that Pitt proposed ‘to find some substitute for the tithes on potatoes, as I believe it is the greatest practical grievance in that country’.119


Opponents of union pointed out the prosperity of Ireland under the independent parliament it had enjoyed since 1782 but:




whatever that prosperity may have been, the course of events which has for some years past taken place in that country has firmly riveted me in the opinion that there must be something radically wrong in the internal situation of that country. The interests of the Protestant and Catholic are so distinct and different, and form so continual a food for jealousy, that I am afraid that nothing but a grand Legislative Union will ever be able effectually to reconcile them one to the other.





Again:




It would be my desire to extend the blessings of this Constitution to all my fellow creatures; it is my particular wish that the people of Ireland should derive every benefit from it that results to us: I am desirous to pledge my own property in Great Britain, as well as the property of Britons in general, for the security of property in Ireland.120





Liverpool received his reward for years of steady Commons service to the government, and for his father’s labours on the currency front, when he was created Master of the Mint in February 1799 and admitted to the Privy Council. As Master of the Mint, Liverpool became involved in his father’s ambitions for a silver re-coinage, following on from the highly successful emergency copper coinage created by his father two years earlier. However, in the event, the financial situation was so serious that silver re-coinage had to be postponed, revived by Liverpool as Prime Minister in 1816. One reform which Liverpool introduced was to replace the perquisites to which previous masters had been accustomed with a fixed salary of £3,000 per annum – increased from £2,500 after a vigorous intervention by his father.


By the end of the 1790s, Liverpool was becoming somewhat disillusioned with Pitt. He had never hero-worshipped him in the way Canning did, since his father was on cool terms with him. In the autumn of 1798, illness, which Liverpool believed to be more serious than gout, began to make Pitt’s attendance to his duties intermittent. In the following year Pitt and the Cabinet sent a major expedition to Holland, again under the Duke of York, the naval part of which successfully turned the allegiance of the Dutch fleet, but the land part failed to coordinate properly with Russian forces and the army was forced to evacuate. Liverpool had been sceptical of the expedition and in October wrote to his father: ‘I agree with you that our Government is completely disgraced, for what can be more disgraceful to a Minister than to fail in an expedition, when your troops have been uniformly victorious, in consequence of the impracticability of the country which you have chosen for your scene of action.’121


Liverpool intervened in February 1800 against the projected peace with France, saying that in the previous seven years they had seen in France seven great revolutions and four smaller ones, while the character of the new government (Napoleon Bonaparte’s122 First Consulship) could be no better than the character of its members, which was poor. Britain’s position remained strong: ‘Thank God, I believe that the only part of Europe which does not speak well of the country was confined to that very small portion which constitutes the Opposition in this country; whatever remains of property, religion and social order, remains in this country.’123 Later in the month Liverpool re-affirmed that the government was not fighting to restore the French monarchy but merely required that the French establish some government with which agreements could reliably be made.124


Liverpool made another economic speech later in February, supporting a bill prohibiting the sale of bread less than 24 hours old (this saved a considerable amount of corn, at that time scarce and expensive). In it he recommended free imports of foreign corn, while pointing out that wartime price rises had benefited agriculture by encouraging the enclosure movement – the number of enclosure bills had doubled to 479 in 1793-99 from the 1786-92 total of 227. However, even with this increase, it was most unlikely that Britain could feed itself in most years, because of the rapid increase in population.125


From this point, Liverpool began to act as a junior Treasury minister under Pitt’s direction, proposing bills to place bounties on imports of corn, flour and rice from America and the Mediterranean, to prevent wheat from being used in making starch, to cultivate potatoes on waste lands and to eliminate temporarily the ban on Swedish herring imports. Later, in March, he proposed a duty on exports of copper items, the scale varying according to the price of copper ore, with the objective of expanding production from high-cost domestic mines when the price was high, as it was in 1800. As he said, at that war-ravaged point the only exportable item other than copper on which there was no export tax was tin.


The following month, Liverpool came back to the proposed union with Ireland, accepting the principle of Catholic Emancipation, but only after the countries had been united for 20 years, by which time their commercial and social systems would have inexorably drawn together and the principle of Catholic Emancipation would have lost much of its danger.126


Liverpool also spoke against Parliamentary Reform, on a Grey motion.127 He began by agreeing with Grey that it was a practical question and that Parliament should not ‘acquiesce in the wild projects of men of speculative minds or heated imaginations’. He then enquired to which period Grey was referring at which the constitution was properly balanced, as it had been gradually broadening throughout history because, as a result of inflation, the 40-shilling freehold set down as the qualification for a vote in 1295 was equivalent to £20 by 1800. Furthermore, since the original arrangement for the Grand Council had barons sending their retainers to attend parliament, representation was then no part of the constitution, which was based entirely on property. The Crown could grant the right to representation but could not take it away and, when James I had attempted to disenfranchise some rotten boroughs, his action was shown to be unconstitutional by the great jurist Sir Edward Coke.


Grey attempted to justify radicalism, because the principles of the French Revolution had been abused, but Liverpool responded that the principles themselves were fundamentally false. The Revolution had held out equality as a goal for the lower orders but equality did not exist in nature and was not a proper object of government, which is a regulation of the natural inequalities of man. If Reform was to be justified on practical grounds, then a powerful grievance should exist which it might correct but, if you examined the record of Pitt’s government, no such grievance existed and indeed the nation’s liberties were better protected than ever before. The Constitution was doing its job and no practical argument for reforming it existed. The corruption of earlier times was greatly diminished; for example, since 1782 the number of MPs holding offices of profit under the Crown had fallen from 118 to 52.


Schemes of universal or household suffrage would subvert the Constitution because they would change the basis of representation from property to population. Even the Whig Burke had celebrated the present system because it made the House of Commons a deliberative council and assembly and not an assembly of deputies bound to vote as their constituents wished. As for Irish union, it would add 100 Members to the House, but it was necessary for other reasons, and safeguards had been designed to ensure that the Irish members were not markedly different in character from existing members. The union certainly did not provide a propitious moment for Parliamentary Reform.


Liverpool’s own responsibility as Master of the Mint was the subject of debate in December, when a motion demanded a committee of inquiry on coinage. Liverpool explained that the dearth of 1800 had necessitated importing large quantities of corn, the corn had to be paid for, and paying for it had driven bullion out of the country and lowered the pound’s exchange rate against gold. Accordingly, since there was little bullion in the country and its price was high, it was economically disadvantageous for the Mint to attempt to coin it.128 Liverpool was supported by the banker/economist Henry Thornton129 and the motion was defeated by 32 votes to 16.


Liverpool’s first parliamentary intervention in 1801 was to congratulate the Speaker on his reappointment. His flattery was well-timed; within a month that Speaker, Henry Addington, would be appointed prime minister and would grant Liverpool the job of Foreign Secretary.


Pitt’s fall came over Catholic Emancipation, which he had privately promised to Irish leaders as an incentive for the Act of Union. He had not, however, broached the subject properly with the King (this lack of straightforwardness shows why the King preferred both the Jenkinsons to Pitt). Pitt’s Cabinet was hopelessly split on the issue; Jenkinson was strongly opposed, for example, and, when the chance of a break-up came, saw the possibility of advancement for Liverpool, according to Sir John Sinclair.130


Pitt’s secrecy also meant he had not properly canvassed the legal implications of Emancipation. Two senior law officers, one the future Lord Chancellor, Eldon, gave their opinion that that Catholic Emancipation did not violate the Coronation Oath. However, Lord Chancellor Loughborough131 convinced the King that he could not agree to Emancipation without violating his oath. Consequently, Pitt had to resign, even though his supporters still had a substantial majority in the House of Commons.


Pitt advised the King to send for Addington, thought to be a competent and safe pair of hands without much independent political influence, and Addington set about forming a ministry. Liverpool hesitated as to whether he should resign with Pitt but, with Pitt’s own acquiescence and his father’s encouragement, he decided to continue in Addington’s new ministry. After all, his father, a strong opponent of Catholic Emancipation and no great admirer of Pitt, would undoubtedly stay, although his powers were beginning to fail.


Addington, needing colleagues with real debating skill in the Commons, was happy to promote Liverpool to the Cabinet. It is not immediately clear, however, why he felt compelled to raise him to the eminence of Foreign Secretary. With Grenville132 and Dundas (two of the three Secretaries of State) withdrawing, there were vacancies at the top. Of the younger members around Pitt, Castlereagh was identified with Catholic Emancipation and had been a conduit for Pitt’s assurances of Emancipation to Irish leaders. Canning was a Pitt loyalist and despised Addington. Perceval, 133 six years older, was as yet purely a law officer with no executive experience.


Of Pitt’s outgoing Cabinet Addington accordingly decided to retain Portland, Chatham, 134 Westmorland135 and Jenkinson, all of whom opposed Catholic Emancipation. The King, in his letter of instruction to Addington, made only one stipulation, that Eldon should replace Loughborough as Lord Chancellor. With Portland remaining at the Home Office, the third Secretary of State was Lord Hobart136 at War and the Colonies, ten years older than Liverpool and a former Governor of Madras, but of no great distinction.


No doubt Jenkinson himself, by now a decade in Cabinet and possessing vast experience, might have been elevated to the Foreign Office if he were still fit, possibly with his son succeeding him at the more junior Board of Trade. However, by 1801 Jenkinson was old and sick. Hence, overpromoting his able if inexperienced son seemed the best solution and caused Addington no hesitation, visible from his correspondence. However eminent the position, the Foreign Office was unlikely to gain Liverpool much reputation, since it would involve negotiating a peace treaty with the rampant First Consul of France, Napoleon Bonaparte.


Liverpool’s rapport with George III, largely gained through his father’s 40-year friendship with the King, was such that, when the King delivered him the seals of office as Foreign Secretary, he said that he ‘had often given them away, but in no instance with so much pleasure’.137 Pitt was also impressed. He said to the House of Commons:




I am ready to ask, without the fear of receiving any answer that would disappoint me, whether Gentlemen on the other side knew any man who was superior to the Noble Lord, who for the last ten years had experience of State affairs, and who has given proof of steady attention to public business; of a better understanding, of more information; who from all the habits of life, from hereditary habits of attention to business, of perseverance, and of all those qualities which go to qualify a man for great affairs.138





On the other hand, Fox had his doubts: ‘If you had polled the country, not an individual could be found in it less suited for the peculiar department he occupies than the Noble Lord.’139 Fox’s doubts presumably related to Liverpool’s introversion, which would cause difficulties in his relations with foreign ambassadors.


The change of government was complicated by a return of the King’s illness, which threw into question the continuation of any government in the event of a regency. However, on this occasion, unlike in 1789, the Prince of Wales indicated his preparedness to continue temporarily with his existing ministers if a regency was declared. Thus, the formation of the new administration was only delayed, rather than thrown into complete confusion as it would have been in 1789. The new ministers were received in Council on 20 February but were not formally invested with the seals and powers of office until 14 March.


By agreement with the outgoing government and support from the opposition, the new ministry’s first priority was to arrange a peace with France, possible terms of which had been outlined in a Cabinet minute by Pitt. Addington had nothing like Pitt’s reputation as finance minister and so was keen to arrange a peace that might restore British finances to an even keel. Although France was attempting to arrange a Northern Confederacy to lock Britain out of the Baltic, she too was believed to be in financial difficulties and keen for peace – Bonaparte had put out feelers in late 1799, which had been rejected by Pitt’s Cabinet led by the hard-line Grenville. Thus, four days after Liverpool took office he was directed by the Cabinet to intimate to the French government ‘the disposition of His Majesty to enter into immediate negotiations’, which he did in a letter to Louis-Guillaume Otto, 140 in London as Commissioner for Prisoners of War.


Bonaparte’s commitment to peace notoriously not being what it might be, it was fortunate for the success of Liverpool’s negotiations that three events in the spring of 1801 greatly strengthened his hand. On 21 March, General Sir Ralph Abercromby141 defeated the French army in Egypt at the Battle of Alexandria, alas dying from a musket ball wound a week later. The British then besieged the city, which finally surrendered on 2 September. This removed a huge weight from the British official mind, since the French army in Egypt was considered a major threat to British interests in India.


The second fortuitous benefit to Britain’s position was the assassination of the Russian Czar Paul I; he had been the leading proponent of his country’s pro-French alignment. His successor Alexander I142 was at this stage anti-Bonapartist and mildly pro-British; hence, the Northern Confederacy arranged by France became a dead letter.


The third, triumphant benefit occurred on 2 April, when a British fleet under Admiral Sir Hyde Parker, with Vice-Admiral Lord Nelson, defeated the Danish fleet in Copenhagen harbour, thus knocking Denmark effectively out of the Northern Confederacy and preventing Bonaparte from using the Danish fleet to cut Britain’s lifeline to the Baltic.


Once these three events were known in France and Britain, the chance of a satisfactory peace became much higher. Equally, as would become apparent later, British public opinion was buoyed and expectations of an advantageous peace raised, so the terms eventually obtained quickly became unpopular.


Bonaparte’s first response to Liverpool’s letter proposed an immediate cessation of hostilities, to which Britain could not agree, given her imminent victories in Copenhagen and Egypt. However, Liverpool professed to be encouraged by peaceable signs from the First Consul and offered to enter into immediate negotiations on the basis of Britain relinquishing some of its colonial conquests since 1793, and the French evacuating Egypt – although he included the caveat that, were the French forced out of Egypt, these concessions would no longer apply. As an alternative, he later offered France a full relinquishment of all conquests, with France returning to its boundaries of 1792; he knew, however, that this would be unacceptable to Bonaparte.


Bonaparte, hearing in mid-April of Abercromby’s victory, accused the British government of harbouring Royalist conspirators against him, thus producing a delay in negotiations, which he thought likely to be advantageous. Bonaparte hoped to take Portugal with a combined Spanish/French invasion during the summer, thus enabling him to trade Portugal for the British colonial gains in the West Indies.


Liverpool steered a subsidy for Portugal through the Commons on 28 May saying, ‘this is not a subsidy intended to encourage offensive, but merely to enable an old and faithful ally to maintain defensive operations, till a peace can be made on terms consistent with her honour’.143 Even this measure caused controversy; one opposition member called it ‘this horrible subsidy’ and conjured him by ‘the bloody ghost of the brave Abercromby’ not to pass it.


However, the subsidy was insufficient to prevent Portugal’s defeat. An unprovoked Franco-Spanish attack in the brief ‘War of the Oranges’ ended by the Treaty of Badajoz, signed on 6 June, and the subsequent Treaty of Madrid, signed on 29 September. By these treaties, Portugal agreed to close its ports to British shipping and pay France an indemnity of 20 million francs (about £800,000). Fortunately, the French generals had proved eminently bribable by Portugal, so Bonaparte’s hope of a truly massive indemnity and the addition of Portugal to his burgeoning empire was thwarted. Nevertheless, given this humiliation, much resented by Portugal’s ruler John VI, 144 Portugal’s enthusiasm for the anti-Napoleonic cause from 1808 is unsurprising.


Once the Treaty of Badajoz was concluded, Bonaparte no longer wanted to delay matters, since his troops in Egypt might have to surrender, removing a valuable bargaining chip. Naturally, there were further demands for Britain to give up all her West Indian conquests, and accusations of dishonourable dealing, but Liverpool resisted stoutly. Thus, with inevitable delays during the French August, negotiations proceeded smoothly and preliminaries of peace were signed in London on 1 October – it appears, when Otto, but not Liverpool, was aware of the final French evacuation of Egypt.


By the preliminary terms of peace, Britain kept some but not all her conquests in the West Indies, including Trinidad (formerly Spanish), as well as Ceylon, but ceded Malta to its original owners, the Knights of St John. France made several territorial acquisitions in Europe (for which Britain’s colonial gains were thought to be compensation) but ceded Egypt back to the Ottomans (a provision rendered nugatory by her surrender there).


Liverpool’s relations with his former colleagues were an important dynamic of the Addington administration. During the peace negotiations Pitt remained supportive but Grenville, while supportive at first, by the time preliminaries of peace were signed had decided that they were inadequate. Indeed, Liverpool was told by Pitt not to communicate the terms to Grenville until they were signed.


While Grenville’s hostility was primarily one of policy, much more damage was done by Canning, who, despite his long friendship with Liverpool, spent the summer of 1801 denigrating him, saying of the Amiens peace that it was made by Addington, not by ‘[Liverpool] who merely held the pen’.145 Another mutual friend and Canning follower, Granville Leveson-Gower said, ‘we that have known [Liverpool] well at Oxford cannot certainly look on him with any admiration’.146 Once again, Liverpool’s friendship with Canning and his circle was proving one-sided.


Lord Cornwallis, 147 master of the nation’s dirty jobs for the previous 20 years, was sent to Paris to carry out the supposedly routine business of negotiating the final terms of peace and Liverpool defended the preliminaries in the House of Commons on 3 November. Liverpool’s support for the terms was heavily qualified and even in the initial euphoria of peace he was realistic about its likely durability: ‘I do not attempt to pledge myself for the security which the Peace will give to this country, or to be responsible for the stability of the Treaty; but under all the circumstances in which we were situated, I maintain that it is honourable and advantageous.’148




Liverpool argued that France had started the war, that its initial objective for Britain was the removal of extreme French republicanism and that this objective had been attained. The First and Second Coalitions had failed to stop French aggression, the naval power of Britain and the land power of France could achieve little militarily against each other, and there seemed no possibility in 1801 of assembling a third coalition from the exhausted Continental powers. He then went through the peace provisions item by item and noted that Malta was in peace primarily valuable for the Levant trade, which had produced only exports valuing £112,000 during the war, out of total exports of £24 million. He also extolled the virtues of Ceylon (which he envisaged as a kind of proto-Singapore) and Trinidad, both gained by the treaty, and pronounced them superior to both Gibraltar and Minorca (gained by the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht) and Canada and Florida (gained by the 1763 Treaty of Paris) which he pronounced ‘with all that extent of territory, I am strongly inclined to think that they were not real acquisitions’.149


Finally, Liverpool admitted that France was more powerful in 1801 than in 1793 but pointed out that the partition of Poland and the addition of Venice to Austrian territories had made her adversaries more powerful also. Moreover, Britain should not fear an enlarged France: France’s trade had diminished, while Britain’s trade had nearly doubled with areas such as the United States and had increased everywhere by more than a third (here Liverpool failed to adjust for inflation); and British naval superiority was far greater than in 1793. If war was resumed after ‘seven, eight or ten years’, Britain would be in a much better position to meet it.


As both Pitt and Fox supported the peace, Fox remarking that he ‘could not flatter himself that we could have obtained peace on better terms’, 150 Liverpool’s reputation was enhanced by the peace negotiations. Regrettably, further developments between the preliminaries and the final treaty, followed by the slide back into war, tarnished this achievement.


Liverpool’s first year as Foreign Secretary contained another useful accomplishment: the Anglo-Russian Convention of 1801. This followed the forcible break-up of the Second League of Armed Neutrality following Nelson’s victory at Copenhagen and the accession of Alexander I. It steered a careful path between British demands to search neutral vessels and Russia’s assertion of its right to freedom from search, providing a procedure and limits for vessel search, requiring it to be carried out by an accredited naval vessel and not a privateer. The convention became more important as other countries acceded to it and was the basis for maritime law in this area until superseded by the Paris Declaration of 1856.


In the debate on the Anglo-Russian Convention, Liverpool said that, ‘to gain anything new was not the object of the contest, but to preserve those ancient principles which came into dispute’.151 He then proceeded by economic argument to show that Britain’s maritime system lay in carrying the great bulk of her trade in her own ships, while France in times of war used other nations’ ships to carry her goods. Hence, overthrowing Britain’s right of search, which had existed since Cromwell’s time, and establishing the principle that ‘free ships make free goods’ would hugely damage British interests and benefit those of France. He then ended with a peroration of universal applicability:




I again enter my protest against the principle that things can best be done by violence. On the contrary, both in public and private life, I shall always hold it to be the truest and most manly policy, not only to let off an enemy easy, but even to assist him in extricating himself.152





The period between the preliminaries of peace and the final ratification of the Treaty of Amiens saw some erosion in the provisions for Britain. For one thing, the modest cession of territory by Portugal in the Treaty of Madrid, which Liverpool believed had been reversed in the preliminary provisions, was confirmed by the Madrid treaty’s final ratification in November. The negotiation between Cornwallis, Talleyrand and Joseph Bonaparte153 began with Joseph Bonaparte proclaiming himself a simple man with no experience in such matters, which Cornwallis implicitly believed, and continued with the French adopting such tricks as changing sentences of the draft after they had been agreed. Napoleon also caused a collapse in British confidence in his bona fides when in January 1802 he accepted the presidency of the Italian Republic, contrary to the provisions of the Treaty of Lunéville, signed with Austria less than a year earlier.


Nevertheless, while some concessions were attributed by Cornwallis’ assistant to ‘his drowsiness, and his total want of practice and experience in matters of that kind’, 154 the differences from the original treaty were modest and became nugatory when war was resumed a year later. The main provision that was to give trouble was the status of Malta, which was to be returned after three months to the Knights of St John. Since the Knights had dissolved after the French seizure of the island in 1798, it was left unclear how they would be re-established, so Britain did not withdraw its troops, which Napoleon used as a casus belli the following year.
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