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INTRODUCTION


The ancestry of the party





The ancestry of the Conservative party has been variously traced. Some discern a continuous tradition from Strafford, Laud and Charles I, ‘the holocaust of direct taxation’, as Disraeli termed him, through the Tories of the time of William III and Anne to the younger Pitt and his successors. Others have been unwilling to go back so far. Suspecting that the old Tory party, which Walpole was able to ruin (thanks to the Hanoverian succession and the cowardice of Bolingbroke), had little connection with anything that came after, they have preferred to place its origin with Pitt and the great crisis of 1782–4. Yet others, uneasy at the fact that Pitt never called himself a Tory let alone a Conservative, have endeavoured to place the ancestry later with Perceval, Liverpool, or most commonly with Peel.


It is not easy to date the origin of a political party with any precision. As Sir Ivor Jennings observes:1




We must remember that in Britain a party is not a legal entity except in the sense that any association having funds vested in trustees or a committee is a legal entity…. If a party were a legal entity created by charter or legislation, like a college or a public company, we could give it an age and celebrate its birthday.





This is exactly the trouble. Even if we were to take the matter of central party funds vested in some sort of trustees it is difficult to discover the facts. The researches of Professor Gash2 show the obscurity of the subject. It is not clear that any such fund existed for the Conservative or Tory party before 1832, or even in the election of 1832. There was, however, an election fund in the elections of 1835, 1837, 1841 and 1847. Sir Robert Peel and the Duke of Wellington were its trustees and it was administered by the Earl of Rosslyn, the leading member of the party’s election committee. But one would hardly date the origins of the Conservative party in 1835, merely because of the fund.


Are there other institutional features which would enable us to identify the continuity of a political party? One characteristic of a modern political party is a centralised bureaucracy and a countrywide mass organisation. As far as the Conservatives are concerned one can be reasonably precise here. Both these features came into being as a result of a challenge created by the first major step towards mass democracy, the Reform Bill of 1867. In that very year on November 12 at the Freemasons Tavern, London, was founded the National Union of Conservative and Constitutional Associations with the avowed purpose of organising working class support for the government True, a Mr Eadie of Newcastle who said he was the son of a working man declared that the word ‘Conservative’ would be a fatal handicap in Radical areas, adding that he personally ‘was not a Conservative, he never pretended to be one, and he never should be’. But his attempt to elaborate on this interesting theme was drowned not surprisingly ‘in hisses and confusion’. In 1870 the Central Office was founded and it is thus possible to say that a century ago the most characteristic institutions of the modern Conservative party had come into being.


The form and features of the National Union and the Central Office today would be fully recognisable to a Conservative party worker of the 1870s. Considering how much has changed in political life since then, one can only be surprised at this continuity – a tribute to Disraeli’s organisational power, or if not to his, to that of the people whom he selected to do the work. Is there, then, a case for stopping our search into the past at the early 1870s and dating the Conservative party from then? This would accord with the idea of Disraeli as the founder of modern Conservatism – a notion widely held and by no means devoid of substance. For Disraeli not only innovated in the field of organisation. He did so too in the far more important field of ideas; or, if this is too big a claim, he certainly expressed old ideas with a personal style and colour which made them seem new. It cannot be wholly accidental or erroneous that so many modern Conservatives look back on Disraeli as their prophet, high priest and philosopher rolled into one.


Yet however strong these arguments, it simply does not sound plausible to begin the story of the Conservative party then. To do so is to ignore a continuity of outlook, of parliamentary organisation and of succession to the leadership which undoubtedly goes back earlier, though just how far is the point we are trying to discover. The Conservatives of the late 1860s and early 1870s did not feel themselves to be in any sense a new party or to be making a fresh start; many of them distrusted Disraeli; a small minority positively detested him. No contemporary Conservative would have regarded him as the founder of the party – least of all Disraeli himself.


Perhaps at this stage it is worth glancing at Disraeli’s own theory of the history of the party which he came in the end to lead. As so often in his career his view of history varied with the political circumstances in which he found himself. It depended upon whether he was a rebel or an Establishment man. In 1880 when he had just resigned as Prime Minister but had accepted an invitation from the party to continue as their leader, he wrote to Lord Lytton: ‘They [the Tory party] have existed for more than a century and a half as an organised political connexion and having survived the loss of the American Colonies, the first Napoleon, and Lord Grey’s Reform Act, they must not be snuffed out.’ This suggests belief in continuity since the early eighteenth century. The same view in more detail is expressed forty-five years earlier in his Vindication of the English constitution where Bolingbroke is regarded as the founder of a Tory tradition which continues through William Pitt the younger, Burke and apparently Lord Liverpool (for although he is not named his measures are praised), the Duke of Wellington and Peel himself. Disraeli makes no attempt to contrast Tories and Conservatives, merely observing that ‘in times of great political change and rapid political transition it will generally be observed that political parties find it convenient to re-baptise themselves’.


But in between the time when he was seeking Peel’s favour in the 1830s and the time of his own ascendancy a generation later the story was quite different. He was a rebel in the 1840s. Needing a Tory philosophy of history as a counterweight to the Whig philosophy, and at the same time determined to put Peel in his proper place he advanced in his novels an ingenious version of ‘true Toryism’. This begins with Charles I, and an inclusive list of members contains the Jacobite, Sir John Hynde Cotton, Sir William Wyndham who was Bolingbroke’s lieutenant, Bolingbroke himself of course, Carteret, Shelburne and the younger Pitt. But at this juncture it becomes necessary to distinguish. If Pitt’s successors in the leadership were to be included, then, as Disraeli saw it, there would be no means of avoiding a lineal descent through Addington, Portland, Perceval and Liverpool, which would end in Peel; and Peel, for a number of reasons, one of which was his refusal of office to Disraeli in 1841, was just the man on whom he least wished to confer this accolade.


Therefore it becomes necessary to argue that things somehow went wrong during Pitt’s reign. Pitt himself was a great man but the Tory apostolic succession stopped with him. He is ‘the best of the Tory statesmen but who [sic] in the unparalleled and confounding emergencies of his later years had been forced unfortunately for England to relinquish Toryism’. His successors were not in any sense standard-bearers of ‘true Toryism’ or, as Disraeli sometimes and significantly called it, ‘the English system’. They were a ‘factitious league’ who ‘had shuffled themselves into power by clinging to the skirts of a great minister’. They are the ancestors of ‘Conservatism’.


Disraeli’s denunciation in Coningsby of Conservatism as practised by Peel is famous.3 Less well known is his apostrophe to Toryism in Sybil.




But we forget; Sir Robert Peel is not leader of the Tory party – the party that … [and a long list follows of its virtues and achievements]. In a Parliamentary sense, that great party has ceased to exist; but I will believe it still lives in the thought and sentiment and consecrated memory of the English nation. It has its origin in great principles and in noble instincts; it sympathises with the lowly, it looks up to the Most High. It can count its heroes and its martyrs; they have met in its behalf plunder, prescription, and death. Nor when it finally yielded to the iron progress of oligarchical supremacy, was its catastrophe inglorious. Its genius was vindicated in golden sentences and with fervent arguments of impassioned logic by St John; and breathed in the intrepid eloquence and patriot soul of William Wyndham. Even now it is not dead but sleepeth; and in an age of political materialism, of confused purposes and perplexed intelligence, that aspires only to wealth because it has no other accomplishment, as men rifle cargoes on the verge of shipwreck, Toryism will yet arise from the tomb over which Bolingbroke shed his last tear, to bring back strength to the Crown, liberty to the Subject, and to announce that power has only one duty – to secure the social welfare of the PEOPLE.4





In effect what Disraeli is saying here – and we must not forget the circumstances in which he was saying it – is that some sort of true blue stream has been flowing from the days of the Cavaliers, through the turbid whirlpools of the reigns of William III and Anne, becoming thinner but nevertheless remaining discernible in the marshes and thickets of the mid-eighteenth century, broadening out with the rise of the younger Pitt, and then flowing underground for half a century or so, but always there, ready to be brought to the surface again by the wand of some magical water-diviner. And it is not difficult to guess whom he had in mind.


With the fall of Peel, and his own elevation to the leadership of the party in the House of Commons only four years after Sybil had been published, Disraeli altered his attitude, or – perhaps one should say, since he never repudiated his past professions – became silent. But the distinction which he drew between Toryism and Conservatism has always had its supporters. In an essay on Coleridge in his Sketches in nineteenth-century biography, Sir Keith Feiling dwells on the distinction, and draws up pedigrees for the two concepts. Conservatism’s ancestors are Clarendon, Blackstone, Eldon, Peel; Toryism’s are Harley, Bolingbroke, Pitt, Canning, Disraeli. The great ideologists or thinkers are Burke for Conservatism, and Coleridge for Toryism. Conservatives, broadly, defended the existing order. Tories, while pruning the abuses of their era, ‘looked behind the institutions of their own generation to the spirit of the nation which gave them life’. The distinction is of value in terms of ideology though it would be interesting to know how it ought to be continued after Peel and Disraeli. But it is not intended as a means of categorising the organisational development of the party.


There is much room for argument about the precise ancestry of the Conservative party. But it is at least clear when it got its name, although we do not know from whom. The word ‘conservative’ in its modern political sense was first used in an article in the Quarterly Review in January 1830 – ‘We now are, as we always have been, decidedly and conscientiously attached to what is called the Tory, and which might with more propriety be called the Conservative Party’. Like ‘Liberal’, the word had a continental derivation, as is shown by the alternative use ‘conservator’. Baron Vincent writing to the Duke of Wellington in 1819 rightly observed that ‘les principes conservateurs ont en vous un fort et noble appui’. As late as May 1832 we find a correspondent of the Duke observing that Birmingham was far from radical, ‘the majority of respectable persons being decidedly conservators’. But this usage soon faded out. By December 1831 the Standard was referring to the ‘Conservative party’ as if the phrase was a well established expression, and, although for a year or two some people still tended to use it with a conscious feeling of novelty, in actual or metaphorical inverted commas, it soon became the normal word for the party of the Right. The article in the Quarterly Review has traditionally been attributed to John Wilson Croker, a minor politician, a journalist and a friend of Peel and Wellington. But one of those persons who would be stigmatised by Sir Winston Churchill as ‘a tiresome researcher’ has discovered that Croker was not writing for the Quarterly at that particular time. So the godfather of the Conservative party remains anonymous even if we know the date of the baptism.


This brief chronology shows that the expression was not, as it is sometimes claimed, invented in the aftermath of the great débâcle of 1832. It was in use before that. On the other hand there can be little doubt that its adoption by the leading figures of the party and by leading journals of the Right such as the Standard from 1832 onwards was a deliberate attempt to purge the party of its old associations and to symbolise, if not a break with the past, at least a change of course. Was this change so great as to constitute a real break with the past?


There was certainly continuity of a sort. In one sense the Duke of Wellington may perhaps be regarded as the last Tory Prime Minister and Peel as the first Conservative one. But Wellington remained leader of the party after 1832, and the Carlton Club which was to be the organisational headquarters of the party until the creation of the Central Office was founded before the carrying of the Reform Bill – though, admittedly, not long before. On the whole such machinery as there was for co-ordinating party activities seems to have survived the double defeats of 1831–2. It is true that the Chief Whip, William Holmes, the last Tory whip in the unreformed House, did not carry on with his duties with the new House, but this was merely because he lost his seat. It is also true that some important organisational changes took place in the years immediately after 1832. But these were the result of new circumstances, the response of a defeated party to new problems. There was no fundamental break with the past. Peel’s emergence in 1834 as Prime Minister was the result not of any party rebellion but of the Duke’s deliberate decision to withdraw.


If the party retained a basic continuity in terms of institutions and persons, it is equally true that no drastic change occurred in Conservative as compared with Tory political ideas and attitudes. One can easily overdo the contrast between the party of Lord Liverpool and the party of Peel. Almost the whole of Peel’s political experience had been under Liverpool, and there is little to suggest that he was critical or even doubtful about his chief. Liverpool was not the figure of reaction depicted by Disraeli. He aimed at a middle of the road policy even as Peel was to do in the 1830s and 1840s. All in all it is hard to argue that the change of name from Tory to Conservative represented any more of a gap in continuity than the change from Conservative to Unionist sixty years later. Both names remained in concurrent use. The name of Tory is far from extinct even today.


It will be argued in this book that the real gap in organisational continuity is provided by the corn law crisis of 1846 and that the Protectionist party founded by Lord George Bentinck and Lord Stanley constitutes a new departure in a sense to which there is no exact parallel in the period covered. If this interpretation is correct, the party of Peel is not a different party from that of his predecessors, Wellington, Canning, Lord Liverpool. It is basically the same. The question then arises as to when that party first came into being. No doubt it can be argued that there is some sort of continuity in ideas – a Tory attitude to political problems – which can be traced back through the eighteenth century to the political struggles in the reign of Charles II when the words ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’ originated. Both were at first terms of abuse subsequently appropriated with defiant pride by those who were abused. ‘Whig’ originally meant a Scottish horse thief and was applied first to Presbyterian rebels and then to all those who in the crisis of 1679 supported Ashley’s attempt to exclude from the succession James, Duke of York, the Roman Catholic heir to the throne. ‘Tory’ meant an Irish papist outlaw and was applied to those who supported the legitimate heir to the throne in spite of his adherence to Rome.


As long as the succession to the throne remained a political issue – and it did not finally cease to be so until after the failure of the rebellion of 1745 – the use of the terms Whig and Tory in the old sense had some meaning. But even by then the political structure of Britain had become virtually a one party system with the Whigs providing in effect both government and opposition. It is not easy to trace any organisational continuity between the Toryism of Bolingbroke and the Toryism of Lord Liverpool. The best way of looking at the Whig and Tory parties as they had become by 1830 is to take the second of the three alternatives suggested at the beginning and to regard them as descending from the two sides in the crisis of 1782–4, the Whigs from those who supported Charles James Fox, the Tories from those who supported the younger Pitt.


But it is important to remember that the term Tory was for a long while not used of themselves by the party later to be described as Tory. Pitt always called himself a Whig. Spencer Perceval, Prime Minister from 1809 to 1812, never spoke of himself as a Tory. Until 1806 the most common party names in the House of Commons were Pittite and Foxite. Canning appears to have been one of the first Cabinet ministers on the Pittite side who actually called himself a Tory. Peel himself only admitted to the appellation of Tory on one occasion, and that was with heavy irony when on May 1, 1827, he gave an account to parliament of his reasons for resignation. ‘I may be a Tory, I may be an illiberal, but … Tory as I am, I have the further satisfaction of knowing that there is not a single law connected with my name which has not had as its object some mitigation of the severity of the criminal law….’5 Nevertheless by 1830 when this survey of the history of the party begins, the names Whig and Tory had a clear meaning and were in regular use. There is no need to go back beyond 1784 for the origin of the parties to which they refer, and there is little profit in pursuing a Disraelian search for continuity through the eighteenth century.






1 Sir Ivor Jennings, Party politics, II, The growth of parties (1961), 61. 


2 Norman Gash, Politics in the Age of Peel (1953), 434–7.







3 See Chapter I.







4 Benjamin Disraeli, Sybil, or, The two nations, 3 vols (1845), Bk IV, ch. XIV.







5 Norman Gash, Mr Secretary Peel (1961), 437.

























CHAPTER I


Peel’s problem





In 1830 the Tory party fell from power. In 1832 it sustained the greatest defeat in its history, bar one – the landslide of 1906. In a house of 658 members it had only 185 – a drop of 70 from the figure in the last unreformed parliament, which itself, however, represented a great decline from the situation only two years earlier when the Duke of Wellington had been Prime Minister and Sir Robert Peel leader of the House of Commons. The reason for the collapse is clear enough. It was not, as the Whigs and Liberals were liable to argue, the just retribution for long years of reactionary government by the ‘stupid party’. It was not, as Disraeli would later maintain, the consequence of the personal deficiencies of ‘the Arch Mediocrity’, his unflattering and unjustified soubriquet for Lord Liverpool who had been Prime Minister from the murder of Spencer Perceval in 1812 till his own incapacitation by a stroke in 1827 – the longest tenure of the office in the nineteenth century. Those were years of great turbulence and stress. Lord Liverpool was certainly not a mediocrity. Nor was either he or his party reactionary – at least after their early fears of post-war revolution had died away. From 1822 onwards under the influence of Peel at the Home Office, George Canning at the Foreign Office, and William Huskisson (the most famous railway casualty in history) at the Board of Trade the Tory government had charted a course that was in contemporary terms by no means illiberal, witness its policy in matters fiscal and penal. Even when the disappearance of Liverpool and Canning within a few months of each other had brought power to what might be considered the ‘right wing’ of the party, the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts of 1828 and the passage of Catholic emancipation in 18291 showed that the Tories were capable of moving with the times, of opting to bend rather than to break.


The rock on which they foundered was parliamentary reform. There was nothing inevitable about the shipwreck. They could have steered differently, and the party’s past did not preclude a compromise on this issue. Indeed it was not obviously more difficult than surrendering to the agitation for Catholic emancipation. On both questions traditionalists could find precedent for a liberal approach in the attitude at various times in his career of their hero, the younger Pitt. If anything the demands of the Irish Catholics raised even greater problems than those of the parliamentary reformers. Anglican exclusivism was even more closely bound up with the party’s past than the preservation in every detail of an electoral system which had hardened into its present form in the seventeenth century and had been fossilised ever since. The point was emphasised by the decision of a section of the ‘Ultras’, as the men of the extreme right were termed, to support parliamentary reform after 1829 on the ground, probably well founded, that a more liberal franchise would have resulted in a less liberal treatment of the Catholics.


But precisely because Peel had given way on the Catholic question he was inhibited from repeating the performance in another field. Peel was highly sensitive to charges of ‘betrayal’ – more so than most politicians who sensibly come soon to recognise that it is the necessary price paid by those who conduct the government of the country with some regard to changing circumstances and new situations. It was Peel’s merit as a statesman that he normally adapted his policies to the need for change. It was his defect as a politician that he did so in a manner which, combining as it did prickliness, egotism, self-exculpation and unctuousness, gave a formidable handle to his enemies. No doubt Peel was against the Reform Bill on its merits but he had been equally hostile to Catholic emancipation on its merits. The truth was that reform was not simply a matter of political philosophy. Professor Gash, the leading historian of the period, has put it admirably. ‘It is clear that given the contemporary political assumptions accepted by both sides the Tories were in the right…. Sooner or later all the major prophecies of the opposition came true.’2 But he goes on to point out that the thing which counted for the Whigs was not the verdict of posterity but the force of contemporary society, the need to conciliate popular demand. ‘What the Tories said was true; but what the Whigs did was necessary.’3


Although Peel consistently opposed the Whig Reform Bill he did not declare himself hostile in principle to all parliamentary reform of any kind. His attitude seems, rather, to have been that circumstances while he was in office made it impossible for him to bring forward proposals of his own, and that he had every right to find fault with the particular measure submitted to parliament by the Whigs. This moderate attitude was not shared by the duke whose resignation in 1830 had been precipitated by his extraordinary declaration that the constitution had reached a state of perfection and that no reform could improve it. There can be little doubt that Wellington’s attitude corresponded to the sentiments of the Tory hard core, a body diminishing in size but powerful nevertheless. Their view of the English constitution was amusingly satirised by Peacock in The misfortunes of Elphin. Elphin, it will be recalled, drew the attention of the Welsh Prince Seithenyn to the condition of an embankment on his property, which was supposed to keep out the sea.




‘That is the beauty of it,’ said Seithenyn. ‘Some parts of it are rotten and some parts of it are sound.’


‘It is well,’ said Elphin, ‘that some parts are sound: it were better that all were so.’


‘So I have heard some people say before,’ said Seithenyn, ‘perverse people, blind to venerable antiquity; that very unamiable sort of people who are in the habit of indulging their reason. But I say that the parts that are rotten give elasticity to those that are sound: they give them elasticity, elasticity, elasticity.4 If it were all sound it would break by its own obstinate stiffness…. There is nothing so dangerous as innovation…. This immortal work has stood for centuries and will stand for centuries more if we let it alone. It is well: it works well: let well alone. Cupbearer fill. It was half rotten when I was born, and that is a conclusive reason why it should be three parts rotten when I die.’





This was not an attitude which could be successfully sustained in the era of social transformation and economic struggle between 1815 and 1846.


England in the 1830s was, and had been since Waterloo, the battleground of competing class ideologies. Class was a relatively recent concept. In the old eighteenth-century society where the two great political parties had their origin the language of class did not exist. That society has been admirably described as ‘an open aristocracy based on property and patronage.’5 It was a hierarchical society with an immense number of gradations from a tiny minority of rich landowners through a multiplicity of ‘middle ranks’ to the propertyless poor who constituted the numerical majority of most pre-industrial societies. Its links were vertical, secured by patronage, dependence and influence, rather than horizontal, secured by a common feeling of class consciousness among persons with a common economic interest. But, although an aristocratic system, it was for a number of reasons never a caste system. Younger sons did not inherit the land and titles of their fathers; they were sent out into the world to fend for themselves and might or might not re-emerge from the middle ranks into which they were thrust. On the other hand people from those ranks who had vigour, enterprise, intelligence, or good fortune could rise to the very top. Commerce, law, lucky marriages, office under the crown could bring the wealth to purchase a landed estate; and for the landowner, as long as he owned enough, the various stages in the peerage followed almost automatically.


Professor Perkin argues that this social mobility, unique in contemporary Europe, was one of the preconditions of that other unique English phenomenon, the Industrial Revolution.6 This is a difficult question. What is certain is that an industrial revolution occurring in England in the second half of the eighteenth century produced a class of confident, self-conscious, capitalist factory owners whose social and economic demands could not be accommodated by the old open aristocracy. Individuals, like the elder Sir Robert Peel, might go up the steps of the eighteenth-century hierarchy and never think in any other terms. But a host of less rich, less individually aspiring business men regarded the old order as wrong in itself, a clog on industry, a barrier to ‘free trade in everything’, an immoral corrupt encumbrance preventing the achievement of that beneficent economic growth which seemed to them of paramount importance. It was a strange trick of fate that the younger Sir Robert, in spite of his Toryism and his landed estate, in spite of Harrow and Christ Church, should have become the idol of this new class and should have broken his own political career in the pursuance of its interests.


The ‘middle class’, thus differentiated from the ‘middling ranks’ of the old order, did not find itself in acute conflict with the aristocracy till the end of the Napoleonic Wars. For the first fifty years of the Industrial Revolution the interests of the two classes were not markedly divergent. The aristocracy was more than ready to meet the new ideology of competition and laissez-faire half way. They were for example only too happy to jettison their already much diminished paternalist duties, the social quid pro quo of the paternalist authority which gave them their claim to govern the country. Nowhere was this clearer than in the case of the poor laws whose evils were denounced as vigorously by the gentry as by the manufacturers. The substitution of a cash nexus for the old social nexus which had its roots back in the days of feudalism did not immediately damage the position of the landowner. On the contrary the Industrial Revolution made his rent roll larger than ever and he continued to reign supreme in the countryside. In the long run, perhaps, the change was injurious to him. Just as today in ‘White Africa’ the European population has been digging its own eventual grave by the attempt, however natural, to substitute a cash economy for the subsistence economy of tribalism, so too the aristocracy of the eighteenth century was destroying its own raison d’être by accepting the arguments of the economists. But the long run can be very long indeed, as proved to be the case with the English aristocracy, and well may be in White Africa too.


The issue which brought conflict to a head was the corn law of 1815. Passed by a parliament of landowners it was one of the most naked pieces of class legislation in English history, and a clear sign that the capitalist ideal was not going to prevail without a struggle. The middle class became consciously militant and began to look for allies. The aristocracy and the employers were not the only groups which had emerged as classes from the old hierarchical pre-industrial order. The same period saw the conversion of a substantial element of what had been ‘the lower orders’ into ‘the working class’. This development was no doubt an inevitable long term result of urbanisation and the factory system, but what immediately provoked it and made the working class hostile to the aristocracy was the campaign to abolish the poor laws. Coming on top of the refusal to regulate wages and the passing of the Combination Acts it seemed the last straw, the open and palpable abandonment of the paternalist tradition.7


It was a combination of the discontented middle class with the disillusioned working class which brought about the Reform Act of 1832. But the measure could never have been peacefully passed if a section of the aristocratic class which dominated parliament had not supported it also. The descendants of the Foxite Whigs led by Lord Grey had been the ‘outs’ of politics almost ever since the death of their leader and hero in 1806. For nearly a quarter of a century the descendants of the Pittite Whigs, now called Tories,8 had possessed a monopoly of political power and patronage; and by 1830 it seemed to the ‘outs’ that the rules of the game were so adverse to them that only an accident could ever put them in. If that accident occurred, it was essential to seize the opportunity and change the rules.


The Whigs thought about reform in quite distinct terms from the middle and working classes. To both the new classes it was a vital prerequisite for the creation of the type of society, very different in each case, where they hoped to flourish and prosper economically – a stepping stone to further changes such as the repeal of the corn laws. The Whigs flourished economically as it was. Most of them were immensely rich and were growing richer. To them reform was essentially a move in the party game like Fox’s India Bill9 in 1783. Their basic social attitudes were those common to the whole landed class and were not very different from those of the liberal Tories who controlled the government during the 1820s. In a broad sense this outlook accepted the middle class ideals of competition, non-interference and laissez-faire; even free trade, though not ‘free trade in everything’. The Whigs like the Tories were in favour of the corn laws and, again like the Tories, were in favour of the Established Church, but in the latter case with a difference of emphasis. They were perhaps rather nearer than the Tories to ‘free trade in religion’, although it is fair to say that a Tory government repealed the Test Acts and emancipated the Catholics. As for ‘free trade in land’, both parties would have none of it, and the failure of land reform to make any headway throughout the nineteenth century, except to a limited degree in Ireland where special circumstances prevailed, is clear evidence of the continued strength of the aristocracy.


The Whigs’ support of parliamentary reform should not be condemned because they thought of it largely in terms of party advantage. They were, after all, right as well as shrewd. The old system was fundamentally indefensible, and, if the landed class was to preserve any part of its old ascendancy, concessions had to be made to popular demand. It will never be possible to say how near to revolution England was in 1832, but it would be hard to argue that reform could have been postponed for much longer without an explosion. The party that successfully invested in the movement for reform was bound to secure great dividends. It was by no means self-evident in the 1820s which of the two parties this would be. The accident of personalities and events ensured that it would not be the Tories.


In terms of parliamentary representation the Reform Act was a far less conclusive victory for the middle classes than old fashioned historiography allows. As for their working class allies it was in a sense a defeat, largely depriving them of such representation as the quirks and eccentricities of the old system had, as it were by accident, given them. The preponderance of the small boroughs, the continued under-representation of the north of England and of the big towns, left the middle class without a big enough base from which to launch a party of its own. There is nothing surprising in this. The measure was drafted and carried by a section of the aristocracy. Not unnaturally it was electorally advantageous to that section, but it did not substitute middle class for aristocratic ascendancy. At most it gave the middle class a junior partnership in power.


Representation, however, is not everything. The archetypal middle class business man in his counting house, constantly concerned with the active employment of his capital, ever alert to buy in the cheapest and sell in the dearest market, had no time for politics. The leisure needed for that occupation could only be possessed by the man who derived his income not from active employment of capital but from passive enjoyment of property, whether in the form of land or what Disraeli called ‘the sweet simplicity of the three per cents’. The middle class had won or was in process of winning, a much more important struggle than the struggle for the House of Commons; this was the battle for the heart, for ‘the control of the prevailing morality’, as Harold Perkin describes it.10 It was the successful subjection or conversion of the other classes to the ideals of hard work, competition, continence, thrift, non-intervention, freedom of commerce, labour, religion, which marked the real triumph of the middle class. In short they had behind them everything that is summed up by that vague but nonetheless useful phrase ‘the spirit of the age’. With this on their side there was no need to push the aristocracy out of parliament. The aristocracy, except perhaps in a few matters not vital to middle class aims, would do the good work themselves, and the political party which adapted itself most readily to the new ethic was the one which would enjoy the ascendancy in the years to come.


In spite of the failure of the Tories to come to terms with ‘the spirit of the age’ in the matter of rotten boroughs, they stood a very reasonable chance of winning this battle. For they possessed a potential dynasty of leadership which came far closer to the middle class ideal than any Whig equivalent. Peel and his disciple, William Gladstone, were the statesmen who seemed the embodiment of the aspirations of the new order, and at the same time they were singularly well qualified to reconcile these aspirations with the old order to which by education, upbringing and background they themselves belonged. Yet in the event both were to be repudiated by their party, Peel to wander in political limbo till his death, Gladstone to go over to the other side and lead it.


Peel was one of the greatest statesmen of his age. He was a most able administrator. He possessed a remarkable capacity for hard work. He was humane. He cared intensely about the distress and poverty of the society in which he lived. He had, till Disraeli broke it, an ascendancy in the House of Commons unequalled by any rival. He was very rich; he was most happily married; he achieved his ambition of becoming Prime Minister. Yet there is something curiously uneasy about him. Perhaps he never entirely recovered from the strain of living up to the expectations of his father who looked at him rather as Joseph Kennedy looked at his sons, with intense pride, affection – and vicarious ambition. Although he had an aristocratic upbringing, he did not belong to the aristocracy. His manner was awkward and he spoke like Gladstone with a provincial accent. Disraeli in some reminiscent jottings wrote:




Peel always pût a question and to the last said ‘woonderful’ and ‘woonderfully’. He guarded his aspirates with immense care. I have known him slip. The correctness was not spontaneous. He had managed his elocution like his temper: neither was originally good.’11





Peel, again like Gladstone, lacked the gift of managing people. He did not bother to conciliate his supporters, and he was ‘peppery’, finding it difficult to suffer fools gladly or to make the effort to win over the malcontents and rebels. He had an unfortunately egotistical manner and was even more addicted than most politicians to the first person singular. He had mannerisms and phrases which were unnoticed when he was in the ascendancy but gave a handle to mockery when things went wrong. He was, for example, too fond of claiming that he was being ‘frank and explicit’.12 Disraeli did not let this go without comment. The ‘gentleman in Downing Street’ instructs his Secretary, Mr Hoaxem how to deal with two delegations by telling them each precisely the opposite story. ‘I have no doubt you will get through the business very well, Mr Hoaxem, particularly if you be “frank and explicit”; that is the right line to take when you wish to conceal your own mind and to confuse the minds of others.’13


These were superficial defects no doubt, but they may explain some of the suspicion with which he was regarded by his aristocratic followers and the venom with which they treated him over the repeal of the corn laws. But in the early 1830s this lay far ahead. Peel seemed indispensable, the one hope of a shattered party to recover from the plight in which it found itself.


In a broad sense there were three possible policies open to the Tory or Conservative party14 after 1832. They could remain simply an aristocratic landed interest group obdurately opposing the wind of change which was blowing through English society in the early nineteenth century. The late Evelyn Waugh once expressed his regret that the Conservatives had never put the clock back for a single minute. There was a section of Peel’s supporters who would gladly have done so, or at most would have settled for stopping the hands where they were. The chief representative of the ‘Ultras’ was Disraeli’s patron, Lord Chandos, who later achieved celebrity when as Duke of Buckingham he went bankrupt to the tune of a million pounds, largely thanks to his propensity to buy land whose rental was far below the interest on the money that he borrowed in order to buy it. He was known as ‘the Farmers’ Friend’. His supporters came from the squirearchy, particularly those who had little aspiration to office. They formed the backbone of the ‘agriculturist’ malcontents of the 1830s and were largely the same people who opposed Catholic Emancipation. Their shibboleth was ‘Protection, protestantism and no popery.’ They fussed about the malt tax. The shadowy intrigues of the Duke of Cumberland and Lord Lyndhurst15 to whom Disraeli acted for a time as private secretary were connected with the same section of the party. They stayed uneasily with Peel for the time being, but they voted against the Maynooth grant in 1845, and finally and fatally against the repeal of the corn laws in 1846.


The advantage of the Ultra policy was that it corresponded to the actual beliefs of a large section of the political nation. Probably a majority of the electorate or of those who influenced the electorate were basically conservative with a small ‘c’. They believed in the preservation of the traditional institutions of England, the monarchy, parliament, the Church, primogeniture, the rights of property landed as well as commercial. Many of them would not have dissented at heart from the opinions of Prince Seithenyn, quoted earlier. The great majority of the effective political nation wished to keep things more or less as they were.


The disadvantage of the Ultra attitude, however, was that this same basically conservative electorate had to be convinced that the Conservative party with a big ‘C’ was the party best capable of achieving that objective. After the events of 1830–2 this seemed far from certain. Conscious of other classes knocking ever louder at the door those who controlled the constituencies had to consider whether to open it a little and let some of them in or to stand firm, in which case the door might be battered down and the house pillaged. Over parliamentary reform the Tory party cut itself adrift from moderate opinion which saw in blind adherence to the old constitution paradoxically a more dangerous and more revolutionary course, in the sense that it was likely to lead to revolution, than a policy of cautious concession.


The truth, as Peel and the abler members of the party saw, was that the landed interest by itself constituted too narrow a base on which to build a viable opposition. If the policy of the Ultras had won the day, the landed gentry would have become an isolated class of internal émigrés like the French aristocracy after 1870; the Conservative party as their organ would have been as ineffective as the Jacobites a century earlier. As Professor Gash puts it, ‘For the sake of the landed interest itself Conservatism as a national party could not take its stand on landed Toryism alone.’16 Thoughtful Conservatives therefore looked for more positive policies.


There were two alternatives. One which seemed in some ways attractive was to fight the advancing middle class by an alliance with the working class. Why should not the landed aristocracy join hands with the socially dispossessed, the victims of the Industrial Revolution, against the northern ‘millocracy’ which threatened them both? The concordat between the middle and working class, which had forced through the Reform Act was short-lived. It soon became clear that the middle class had no intention of using its victory for anything but its own purposes. The new poor law enshrining the principle of ‘less eligibility’ was as obvious a symbol of this purpose as one could find. True, it did not satisfy the doctrinaires who would have liked the total abolition of all provision for paupers, but Oliver Twist and a multiplicity of less famous denunciations are enough to show that no one who could help it was likely to enter the new Bastilles. The split between the middle class and working class was confirmed and widened by the growth of the Chartist movement. There seemed a genuine opening for a Tory-Radical alliance.


The possibility appealed particularly to idealists, romantics, escapists, all who harked back to a largely imaginary pre-industrial golden age, all who disliked and feared the harsher manifestations of the industrial revolution and the bleaker aspects of the Utilitarian philosophy expounded by Jeremy Bentham. The paternalistic side of the aristocratic ideal had never wholly died. A sort of noblesse oblige spirit of responsibility for the lower orders animated such figures as Thomas Sadler in the 1820s and his disciples, Richard Oastler and John Wood, who fought against the new poor law in the 1830s. To supply them with a philosophy, not perhaps a very clear one, there was S. T. Coleridge whom J. S. Mill ranks with Bentham as one of ‘the two great seminal minds in England of their age’. The intellectual organ of this group was Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine edited by John Wilson, under the pseudonym of ‘Christopher North’. He was also Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University. Its most original contributor was David Robinson, a heterodox economist who challenged the dominant ‘classical’, laissez-faire doctrine of David Ricardo and advocated, though without the mathematical apparatus to prove his case, many of the measures associated with the name of John Maynard Keynes a century later: governmental intervention to ensure full employment, a reflationary money policy, increased public expenditure, and control of the economy by taxation and tariffs.17


High Tory paternalism of this sort was associated not only with protectionism but with a strong attachment to the Anglican Establishment. The whole trend of liberal Toryism both in terms of religious and economic policy during the 1820s inspired its deepest distrust. Canning and Huskisson came in for severe strictures from Blackwood’s. As for Peel no words were too strong. In 1830 the journal observed: ‘Mr Peel’s public life has been one continuing course of despicable, grovelling, mercenary faithlessness to principles and party.’18 It was not only the Ultras but high Tories of this paternalist school led by Sadler, who voted against Wellington and Peel in 1830, letting in the Whigs, and thus making the chances of their own success thinner than ever.


This strain in Toryism was to end, at least for the time being, with the Gothic absurdities of ‘Young England’ in the early 1840s, of which more later.19 The numerous manifestations of popular Toryism between 1830 and 1845 show that the approach was not simply romantic nonsense: Tory Chartism; the attack on the new poor law; Ashley’s campaign for Factory Acts; the parliamentary efforts of Sadler, Oastler and Wood; and the writings of Carlyle (not that the Sage of Ecclefechan could ever be described as a Tory, but he was at any rate no friend of the Liberals).


Yet the Tory-Radical approach had two grave defects. In the first place it ran clean contrary to ‘the spirit of the age’. It was in almost every respect at loggerheads with the confident ‘progressive’ challenge of the active capitalist ideal which was rapidly hardening into current orthodoxy. There is nothing discreditable in being against the spirit of the age. Indeed if one is against it long enough one may suddenly find oneself on its side; the spirit of the age does not last for ever. The progressives of any particular generation are often conceited, doctrinaire, blinkered and intolerant. Few of us today can read Macaulay’s attack on Southey without feeling a great deal of sympathy for Southey. The asininities of those who are ‘with it’ frequently surpass the follies of those who are against ‘it’ (whatever ‘it’ means). But, in terms of political headway, opposition to the reigning intellectual orthodoxy is very difficult. After observing that ‘the fallen, degraded, liberal Tory must servilely echo all the Whig advances, though public ruin be the consequence’, Robinson went on to bewail the fate of those who challenged the liberal consensus.




You are treated as unworthy of argument, and are silenced by derision. Discussion and information are thus excluded from Parliament. The Holy Whig and Tory Fathers must preserve their political faith from the heresy of truth – they must canonize their saints, sell their relics, worship their images, exact credence to their legends and consign unbelievers to the moral rack and faggot, because in this is involved their public existence. They are destroyed, if argument and fact be suffered to kindle the blaze of reformation.


The press naturally follows its parties, surpasses them in guilt, and covers every point which they are incapable of defending…


Say that the Holy Fathers – the Wellingtons and Hollands – the Huskissons and Broughams – the Peels and Burdetts can err; and this press dooms you to the stake for uttering such an impious impossibility.





He ended with a series of rhetorical questions, two of which may serve to illustrate the rest.




Am I to applaud that which has sacrificed the foreign interests of my country and destroyed her influence amidst other nations merely because it is called liberal and enlightened policy? Am I to support laws which demonstrably have plunged half my countrymen into ruin and misery, because it is said that they are founded on liberal and enlightened principles?





Evidently the answer was no.


And he signed his piece which was an open letter to the heads of Oxford colleges (a body of men not in those days much given to enlightenment and liberalism) ‘One of the Old School’.20


One can sympathise. There is something deeply frustrating about those confident fashionable orthodoxies which at times seem indefeasibly established in the media of communication, supreme in academic circles, taken for granted by the intellectuals, an integral part of the mental equipment of civil servants, even of MPs. It is particularly frustrating when the majority of both sides in parliament either take the current fashion for granted or dare not argue against it for fear of ridicule, with the result that any criticism meets not rational argument but the automatic conditioned reflex of indifference and incredulity.


This became increasingly the position of the Tory-Radical paternalists as the decade wore on. The truth was that they were both too far ahead and too far behind their times; ahead, in that their shadowy prevision of the welfare state and a planned economy would not be generally accepted even a hundred years later; behind, in that their views on such subjects as the Church were as reactionary as those of the Ultras. To the ordinary commonsensical Tory M.P. who had already jettisoned the responsibilities of aristocratic paternalism, who was already half converted to the new middle class ethos except in so far as it directly damaged his own traditional interests, and who sought above all an accommodation with capitalism in order to retain as much as possible of the old order, the ideas of the Tory-Radicals seemed chimerical.


And even if they had not, there was a second major defect in that approach – a defect more practical, tangible and damaging. The class to which the Tories were to appeal had not got the vote. What is more no Tory or Whig M.P. had the slightest intention of giving it the vote. Tory-Radicalism made no sense as an effective policy unless a substantial element of the working class was enfranchised. Disraeli and the Young Englanders of the early 1840s were perhaps the most articulate exponents of the creed, but they never faced this issue squarely. There is no hint of a new Reform Bill in Coningsby or Sybil. Nor can it be claimed that the Conservative Act of 1867 represented a belated awareness of the possibility of such an alliance. Derby and Disraeli were primarily influenced then by short term tactical considerations, and did all in their power to counteract the consequences of household suffrage in the boroughs by trying to redraw the constituency boundaries on a massive scale. Reluctance to tamper with the franchise in the 1830s and 1840s is fully understandable and certainly not discreditable. To give the vote to the starving, illiterate, semi-revolutionary masses, victims of every sort of delusion from Chartism downwards, would have seemed lunacy to the possessing classes. Rightly or wrongly they had no intention of risking it, and that fact alone ruled Tory-Radicalism out of the realm of practical politics.


The other positive policy open to the post-reform Tory party was the one actually chosen, viz, to continue the liberal Toryism of the 1820s, the tradition of Liverpool, Canning, Huskisson, Peel himself. This, broadly, meant acceptance of the industrial revolution, compromise with the forces of change and adaptation of traditional institutions to the new social demands. Above all it meant a libertarian fiscal policy which would in the end bring increased affluence to every class in society and thus relax the tensions which in the hungry 1830s and 1840s threatened revolution in Britain. In this way the traditional constitution of Church and State and land could be preserved and strengthened, and the danger of its destruction at the hands of an alliance of the non-aristocratic classes much diminished or even averted altogether. The policy amounted to one of compromise with the middle class; a reversion in fact to the old course off which the party had been temporarily blown thanks to bad steersmanship in the eye of the wind of parliamentary reform.


Peel’s acceptance of the new order of society should not be overstated. He considered that the existence of the territorial aristocracy as the governing class of England was essential for the welfare of the nation. On May 4, 1846 during the corn law debates he put his point of view clearly:




I believe it to be of the utmost importance that a territorial aristocracy should be maintained. I believe that in no country is it more important than in this, with its ancient constitution, ancient habits and mixed form of government. I trust that a territorial aristocracy, with all its just influence and authority will be long maintained. I believe such an aristocracy to be essential to the purposes of good government. The question only is – what in a certain state of public opinion, and in a certain position of society, is the most effectual way of maintaining the legitimate influence and authority of a territorial aristocracy…. I said long ago that I thought agricultural prosperity was interwoven with manufacturing prosperity; and depended more on it than on the Corn Laws…. I believe the interests direct and indirect of manufacturing and agricultural classes to be the same.’21





By the time he spoke those words a large section of his supporters either believed, or had been pressed by their constituents into saying, that the interests of the two classes were not the same. Hence the split over the repeal of the corn laws with its ruinous effects on the party’s fortunes for nearly thirty years. But in the immediate aftermath of the Reform Act the potential divergence was not so obvious. The corn laws were upheld by both parties. The Conservatives were in opposition, and in opposition fragmentation of opinion, as long as it does not lead to a group actually going over to the other side, is not so important. Throughout the 1830s Peel had trouble with Ultras, ‘agriculturists’ and other varieties of malcontents, but there was no haven for them among the Whigs; and no specific issue arose to cause a major secession.


The policy followed by Peel after 1832 had much to recommend it. More realistic than that of the Tory-Radicals, less rigid than that of the Ultras it offered the best opportunity of obtaining political power for his party and, what was more important in Peel’s eyes, harmony and prosperity among the various classes in an era of poverty, violence, distress, and revolution. In fact it was the only line that he could have followed with any prospect of success, which does not in the least detract from his credit for doing so.


The main disadvantage which he had to face was the difficulty of distinguishing his policy from that of the Whigs. This is the problem which a Conservative opposition trying to swim with the general current of enlightened opinion so often has to face. If it speaks too much in the language of its opponents it incurs the charge of being an echo rather than a voice. If it speaks too much in its own language it incurs the charge of being a voice from the past. Peel did not escape the former charge, and Disraeli’s famous satire in Coningsby which must be quoted in any survey of the history of the Conservative party had some truth in it.




There was indeed considerable shouting about what they called Conservative principles; but the awkward question naturally arose, what will you conserve? The prerogatives of the Crown, provided they are not exercised; the independence of the House of Lords, provided it is not asserted; the Ecclesiastical estate provided it is regulated by a commission of laymen. Everything in short that is established, as long as it is a phrase and not a fact…. Conservatism discards Prescription, shrinks from Principle, disavows Progress; having rejected all respect for Antiquity, it offers no redress for the Present and makes no preparation for the Future….22





Later in the same book he wrote:




Whenever public opinion which this party never attempts to form, to educate or to lead, falls into some violent perplexity, passion or caprice, this party yields without a struggle to the impulse, and, when the storm has passed, attempts to obstruct and obviate the logical, and ultimately the inevitable, results of the very measures which they have themselves originated, or to which they have consented….


The man who enters public life at this epoch has to choose between Political Infidelity and a Destructive Creed.23





This was one aspect of the difficulty faced by Peel in pursuing his cautious middle course: the alienation of the section of his own party, which did not accept the ‘consensus’. It is unlikely that it worried him unduly then, though it was to be fatal later. More awkward was the problem of inducing supporters of the Whigs to come over to his side. If he was an echo, if the policies for which he stood were virtually indistinguishable from those of the party in power, why should the floating vote – and even in those days of close constituencies there was such a thing – move away from the government and support the opposition? That was the real problem for Peel and his followers on the morrow of the great Reform Bill.






1 The effect of these measures was to open legislature and executive to non-Anglican Christians. They already had the vote and Protestant dissenters could sit in parliament. Roman Catholics had been wholly excluded. Henceforth they could sit in parliament and hold any office except Lord Chancellor of England or Ireland, or Viceroy of Ireland.







2 N. Gash, Politics in the age of Peel, 3.


3 ibid., 11.


4 ‘Elasticity’ was a favourite virtue attributed by contemporary defenders of the old constitution.







5 Harold Perkin, The origins of modern English society I780–1880 (1969), 17.


6 Ibid., 63.







7 Perkin, op. cit., 189 et sq.


8 See Introduction,







9 This was a measure designed to vest the patronage of the East India Company in Foxite hands and thus indirectly consolidate Fox’s control of the House of Commons. Under strong pressure from George III the House of Lords rejected the bill. The king dismissed the Fox-North coalition and the long rule of the younger Pitt began.







10 Perkin, op. cit., 273.







11 Hughenden Papers, Box 26 A/X/A, 45, 1862.







12 The phrase appears in the Tamworth Manifesto (so called from Peel’s constituency in Staffordshire). The manifesto is given in full in Lord Mahon and E. Cardwell (eds), Memoirs by the Right Honourable Sir Robert Peel (1857), II, 58–67.


13 Sybil, Bk VI, ch. 1.


14 The question of nomenclature and continuity is discussed in the Introduction, 







15 John Singleton Copley, Tory Lord Chancellor 1827–30, 1834–5, 1841–6. Renowned alike for his legal acumen, brilliance in debate, lack of scruple, and raffish mode of life.







16 N. Gash, Reaction and reconstruction in English politics 1832–52 (1965), 139.







17 See Perkin, op. cit., 244–52, for an illuminating discussion of the role of Blackwood’s in general and Robinson in particular.


18 Perkin, op. cit., quoting Blackwood’s, XXVII (1830), 41.


19 See Chapter.







20 Blackwood’s XXVII (1830).







21 Speeches, IV, 684, quoted, Gash, op. cit., 139.







22 Benjamin Disraeli, Coningsby, or, The new generation, 3 vols (1844), Bk II, ch. 5.


23 ibid., Bk VII, ch. 2.

























CHAPTER II


Peel’s achievement 1832–46





1


The Tory party had no clearly recognised leader when the first reformed parliament met. This situation was not as abnormal as it would be today. Throughout the nineteenth century, indeed until some indeterminate date between 1911 and 1922, the leadership of a political party out of office went into ‘commission’ or ‘abeyance’, as between its two leaders in the two Houses of Parliament, unless one of them happened to be an ex-Prime Minister. In that case though not formally elected he was usually regarded as the leader of the whole party and, ceteris paribus, could expect to be invited to form an administration if the government of the day resigned on defeat at a general election or in the House of Commons.1 If there was no active ex-Prime Minister the monarch was free to choose the leader in either the lower or the upper house.


An obvious example of the two situations can be taken from the history of the Conservative party between 1874 and 1885. After the Conservative electoral victory in 1874 Disraeli as ex-Prime Minister was regarded not only as leader of the party in the House of Commons but of the whole party and had the expectation which was not disappointed of being asked to form the next government. In 1876 he became Earl of Beaconsfield and exchanged the leadership of the lower for that of the upper house, Sir Stafford Northcote succeeding him in the former position. In 1880 he lost the election and died a year later. The peers elected Lord Salisbury as his successor. For the next four years there was no leader of the party as a whole, and when Gladstone resigned in 1885 it was open to the Queen to choose Northcote or Salisbury. In fact she chose the latter for reasons which are discussed below,2  but she could have chosen either man without infringing constitutional propriety. In practice the situation always depended in some degree on personalities and circumstances. After 1846 there was no ex-Prime Minister in the ranks of the anti-Peelite Protectionists who constituted the new Conservative party, and so in theory the leadership should have been held jointly by Lord Stanley (Derby) in the Lords together with Lord George Bentinck in the Commons. But in practice no one doubted that Stanley was the party’s only possible Prime Minister. His experience and prestige made any other choice absurd; he was regarded as the sole leader long before 1852 when he actually formed his first administration.


The situation in 1833 was unusual. There existed an ex-Tory Prime Minister in the person of the Duke of Wellington.3 The duke had not retired from politics. He continued to lead the Tory peers whenever he cared to do so. On the other hand it was well known that, when his vain attempt in 1832 to form a government for the paradoxical purpose of carrying a Reform Bill collapsed amid general obloquy, he had expressed his intention of never accepting the premiership again. However, people can change their minds. The duke’s attitude made Peel’s position uncertain. Nor was it beyond all doubt that Peel would be Prime Minister even if the duke did step down. A move to elect him formally as leader of the opposition came to nothing because of the hostility of a group of discontented Ultras.4 There was gossip that the Speaker, Charles Manners-Sutton, would be the king’s choice if a Tory ministry was formed.5 The Tory party was in the mood of fractious disarray which so often overcomes it after a defeat.


This book is not a political history of the times but no analysis of the development of a political party can ignore what was happening on the other side. This applies with particular force to a party of the right. Inevitably the main initiative comes from the left, and, although one can be legitimately rebuked for talking about ‘right’ and ‘left’ at all in discussing the politics of the early nineteenth century, nevertheless it is true that the Whig–Liberal–Radical coalition was the ‘party of movement’, and that a large part of Conservatism then, and ever since, consisted in resisting or deflecting or slowing down ‘movement’. It is therefore necessary to see what the government was doing. The aftermath of the Reform Act saw a spate of legislation. Most of it was not in the least revolutionary, or notably different from the sort of measures which Peel might have promoted, but there was one issue on which the two parties did emphatically differ and which was to split the reigning coalition.


This had nothing to do with economics or social reform. The differences about those subjects which loom so large in modern politics did not on the whole divide the parties from one another; they created a line of division within the Conservative party, but not between that party and the Whigs. What really did divide the parties was a constitutional question. The Tory party never tired of proclaiming its determination to uphold the traditional institutions of the United Kingdom, the monarchy, the House of Lords, and the Protestant Establishment, both its property and its privileges. Closely tied to this was the concept of law and order, a strong executive government. This was a favourite theme of the Duke of Wellington, and in a period of popular agitation, great poverty in places, frequent riots, and the constant threat of violence, it had all the relevance that such a theme has today in America and Ulster.


No doubt it is true that the Whigs also proclaimed their determination to enforce law and order, and to uphold the constitution. Here are utterances from four prominent figures about their and their party’s purposes:







The maintenance of our settled institutions in Church and State, and also the preservation and defence of that combination of laws, of institutions, of habits and of manners which has contributed to mould and form the character of Englishmen.


To the Constitution of this country in all its branches I stand pledged by feeling, by opinion and by duty.


You are determined to uphold the Protestant religion, the Church of England in Ireland as well as in England; you are determined to maintain the independence of a House of Lords.


I wish to rally as large a portion of the British people as possible around the existing institutions of the country – the Throne – Lords – Commons and The Established Church.6





The first, second and fourth are respectively by Peel, Russell and the Whig Lord Durham, ‘Radical Jack’.7 The third is from a letter of Wellington to Peel.


But this unanimity was little more than one would find in an interdenominational agreement to be ‘against sin’. What mattered, as with the general question of preserving the territorial aristocracy, was the interpretation of ways and means, of tactics; and here one can find some important differences. Perhaps the most significant of all was over the question, partly religious, partly constitutional, of the redistribution and ‘appropriation’ of the revenues of the Church of Ireland. Both parties were determined to preserve the union of England and Ireland. Both parties recognised that the revenues of the Church of Ireland – and the Church of England too for that matter – were indefensibly maldistributed, and that parliament had a right to reallocate them. As far as the Church of England was concerned there was no real battle between the parties on the question of lay appropriation. It was agreed to be the national church and its total resources were not regarded as too much for its potential legitimate expenditure. The Church of Ireland was another matter: it catered for only about one-eighth of the Irish population, although its establishment was designed to deal with the whole nation. Its revenue was claimed in some quarters to be not only inequitably distributed within the Church but altogether excessive.


The majority of the Whigs, and of course the Radicals to a man, were in favour of appropriating to lay purposes the ‘surplus’ thrown up by redistribution of the revenues of the Church of Ireland. The Conservatives were strongly opposed. Behind the two attitudes lay the deeper question of the best way to preserve the Union. The Conservatives believed that any weakening of the Protestant Establishment in Ireland would weaken the Union. The Whigs believed that the Union would only survive if concessions were made to the Catholic majority. There were some who went further and considered that the Union would be safer if the Church of Ireland was jettisoned altogether, but this view was not to prevail for another thirty-five years when Gladstone passed the Act of Disestablishment in 1869 – against relatively lukewarm Conservative opposition, such was the changed temper of the times.


The question of appropriation of Church revenues for lay purposes produced the first overt split in the uneasy coalition which had carried the Reform Bill. The Duke of Richmond, Lord Ripon, Edward Stanley, and Sir James Graham resigned in May 1834 because of an indiscreet declaration by Russell in favour of the principle. The moving spirit in this secession was Stanley, heir to the earldom of Derby. Hence the name given to his group, ‘the Derby dilly’.8 He was one of the most brilliant orators of his day, but essentially an impetuous and disruptive force at this stage in his career. The departure of the ‘dilly’ was a damaging blow to the Whigs, although it was not immediately followed by a union between Stanley and the Tories. He refused to join Peel in his ‘hundred days’ ministry of 1834–5. It was not till session of 1836 that he consulted Peel on tactics and sat next to him on the opposition front bench and not till 1840 that he joined the Carlton  Club.9 Meanwhile ‘appropriation’ had brought down two ministries: it was the real reason behind William IV’s dismissal of Melbourne in November 1834, for Russell, on whose appointment as Chancellor of the Exchequer and Leader of the House Melbourne insisted, was unacceptable to the king largely because of his opinions about the Irish Church. It also brought down Peel’s ministry in April 1835 when Russell managed to carry a resolution in the House of Commons in support of appropriation.


To modern minds the whole subject may well seem a footling one. In the end appropriation never got through; Russell dropped it in 1838. What is more the whole debate turned on the disposal of a surplus whose existence was quite uncertain. Nevertheless it is worth attention for it reminds us of something easily forgotten today when Ireland and religion no longer dominate the legislature, viz, the immense amount of political time which both subjects occupied throughout the nineteenth century. In modern times the great issues have been economic and social. In those days they were religious and constitutional. The first parliament in which economic issues were dominant was that of 1900, thanks to Joseph Chamberlain’s crusade for tariff reform. Despite Peel’s great budgets, despite the struggle over the corn laws, even the parliament of 1841 was more concerned with religion than economics. In these circumstances one would expect to find the dividing line between the parties to lie largely in religious and constitutional issues, and this is certainly borne out by contemporary evidence. ‘In the main it is undoubted,’ wrote Stanley to J. W. Croker in 1847, ‘that the Whig Governments fell, and the Conservative party was formed upon questions affecting the maintenance of the Established Church, and the integrity of the institutions of the Country, the House of Lords included.’


A brief survey of the changes of government between 1832 and 1847 confirms Stanley’s statement. The changes in 1834 and 1835 from Whig to Conservative and back again turned on the Irish Church. The Whigs resigned in 1839 on the question of suspending the constitution of Jamaica, and came back within a day or so on another constitutional question, that of the Ladies of the Bedchamber.10 In 1841 they fell on a straight vote of no confidence. In 1846 Peel was defeated on an Irish Coercion Bill, though admittedly the real reason was the repeal of the corn laws. In 1851 Russell resigned nominally on a franchise question but fundamentally because his anti-papal declaration had deprived him of Irish support, and, although he came back again thanks to Derby’s failure to form a government, the same basic reason brought him down a year later. The fall of the Derby government in December 1852 owing to the defeat of Disraeli’s budget was the first occasion since the Reform Act where a government was formally ousted on a question which could be described as purely economic or fiscal.


The Conservatives differed from the Whigs principally on religious and constitutional matters, and they had considerable success in resisting what they regarded as the threat of the Whig-Radical alliance to ‘the existing institutions of the country’. Their success is too often masked by the tendency, not extinct even now, to look at the history of the years between the death of Pitt and the repeal of the corn laws through Whig-tinted spectacles; a quarter of a century of Tory misrule, of obdurate resistance to change, is succeeded in 1830 by a decade of progressive reformist legislation; true, the Whigs are ousted in 1841 but only because Melbourne was not a real Whig, and because Peel, having imbibed the principles of his opponents, has shown his ability, though in ‘the wrong party’, to carry out a programme of enlightened progressive reform; when he founders on the rock of the reactionary Tory squirearchy the ‘natural’ condition of politics reasserts itself; the Whig party gradually developing into Gladstonian liberalism becomes the normal governing party of the country.


The picture is nearer to reality at the end of the period than at the beginning. There it is palpably incorrect. However reactionary the Tories may have been in the years between Waterloo and Peterloo, they undoubtedly changed their course in the early 1820s. The policy of Liverpool, Huskisson, Canning, and Wellington, was in effect an attempt to secure what it has become fashionable  to call a ‘consensus’, that is to say a policy which accorded with the general views of intelligent but not very far-sighted men of affairs and with the material advantage of the politically effective spiritual and economic interests of the country. Of course there were many mistakes, omissions, imperfections in what they did, but to see their tenure of office as a period of frozen reaction is to fall for a trick of political propaganda – no doubt a perfectly legitimate move in the game, like the Labour claim in 1945 that the Conservatives had thrived on stagnation and unemployment between the wars, but not a statement that any historian should take seriously.
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Peel after 1832 followed very much the same line as he had when he was in Liverpool’s administration during the 1820s. He supported cautious piecemeal changes, he accepted the new parliamentary system and its logical corollaries, he endeavoured to win back the moderate men and the great ‘interests’ in the nation alienated by the Tory attitude to the Reform Bill, and he encouraged the removal of abuses; but he resisted with much determination any move to disturb the balance of that ‘mixed constitution’ which the Tories regarded as sacrosanct, and which, though the Whigs paid due tribute to it, their Radical followers frankly derided.


The Tories were highly successful. Anyone who surveyed the various parts of the constitution in the heady aftermath of the Reform Act might have hoped or dreaded, depending on his political creed, that within a few years the Crown would lose its prerogatives, the House of Lords would have its wings clipped, the churches of England and Ireland would be disestablished, the secret ballot introduced and local government democratised in town and country. In the event very little of this programme was realised. The Crown did lose some of its power but by an almost imperceptible process of silent adaptation rather than any overt political stroke. The House of Lords kept its privileges for nearly eighty years. The Church of Ireland survived till 1869, open voting till 1872. The corporations were democratised in 1835 but the rule of the country gentlemen in the counties remained inviolate till 1888. As for the Church of England it has not been disestablished yet, and at the time of writing its senior bishops still sit in the House of Lords. Of course much legislation was passed by the Whigs between 1832 and 1841 but little ofit was such as to be objectionable to a liberal Tory like Peel whose ideas had been shaped by his experiences under Liverpool in the 1820s.


Peel would not have become such a dominant figure if there had been an equivalent of himself on the other side. The difficulty of pursuing a middle course when you are in opposition is to distinguish yourself from the government, for most governments find themselves obliged by circumstances to adopt a middle course too, a cautious and moderate policy, whatever their members may have declared when they were unrestricted by the responsibilities of office. In these conditions political differences do become those of men rather than measures, and if the Whigs had had a Peel, it is hard to see how the Conservatives could have made much headway. However, they had not. Their nearest candidate was Lord Althorp but he hated office and his inheritance of the Spencer earldom in 1834 gave him the welcome opportunity to retire from active politics.
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The events of 1834–5 were crucial in the development of the Conservative party – and this constitutes a second reason for the importance of the appropriation clause which was the underlying cause of the crisis. Historians often refer to the accession of the Conservatives to office as ‘premature’. If 1841 is seen as the culmination of an inevitable process of Tory advance with the elections of 1835, 1837 and 1841 as milestones on the road this judgment may make sense, but is there any reason to regard the process as being inevitable? Surely a more plausible verdict is that the king’s dismissal of Melbourne, however ill-considered in terms of the interests of the Crown, was a gratuitous boon to the Conservative party and put it on the road to success in a manner as unpredictable as it was advantageous.


There were three reasons why the political crisis of 1834 benefited the Conservatives. First, it put Peel’s own position beyond doubt. Wellington’s refusal to accept the premiership and his advice to the king to send for Peel settled the leadership of the party for the next eleven years and settled it in favour of the party’s greatest and most distinguished statesman. He no longer had to seek the position. He was there, and only a major revolt could pitch him out. Secondly, it caused a general election which compelled the Conservatives as the minority party to organise themselves on a scale hitherto unknown. The Conservative and Constitutional Associations, the forerunners of modern constituency organisations, nearly all came into being during 1834–5. Thirdly, although the election itself did not result in victory, the party gained a hundred seats. This was in itself highly encouraging to morale. It was, moreover, enough in the parliamentary conditions of that epoch to give Peel the opportunity to try out his new men, to show that he could govern, to demonstrate that he could practise what he preached – conservative reform.


The Tamworth Manifesto,11 given the highly restricted opportunities for political publicity at that time, was another bonus conferred by the crisis of 1834–5. Peel did not say anything that he had not said before, but he said it at the outset of a general election and he said it as Prime Minister and leader of the Conservative party; the attention paid to the manifesto in contemporary memoirs and letters shows that he got his message across to the political nation with considerable success. The document is a trifle heavy, like Peel himself, and to modern taste dwells rather too much on the author’s own honour, integrity and uprightness. But it is a clear exposition of Peel’s doctrine. As he puts it to the 586 electors of Tamworth, he is




addressing through you to that great and intelligent class of society of which you are a portion, and a fair and unexceptionable representative – to that class which is much less interested in the contentions of party, than in the maintenance of order and the cause of good government, that frank exposition of general principles and views which appears to be anxiously expected, and which it ought not to be the inclination, and cannot be the interest of a Minister of this country to withhold.





Peel went on to make a significant declaration about his own position:







Now I say at once that I will not accept power on the condition of declaring myself an apostate from the principles on which I have heretofore acted. At the same time I will never admit that I have been, either before or after the Reform Bill, the defender of abuses or the enemy of judicious reforms. I appeal with confidence … to the active part I took in the great question of the Currency – in the consolidation and amendment of the Criminal Law – in the revisal of the whole system of Trial by Jury … as a proof that I have not been disposed to acquiesce in acknowledged evils, either from the mere superstitious reverence for ancient usages, or from the dread of labour or responsibility in the application of a remedy.





This is interesting not only for what he says but what he omits. Although in a later passage he disclaims an illiberal attitude to dissenters, he nowhere mentions the repeal of the Test and Corporation Acts, nor does he make any reference to Catholic emancipation. Like all good Prime Ministers Peel was a politician as well as a statesman. It was not prudent to draw the attention of Conservative electors, even liberal Conservative electors, to three of the most controversial liberal measures with which he had been associated.


Peel dealt with the challenge of his opponents that a minister must accept the Reform Bill and act in its spirit. He had, he rightly said, already made it clear that he accepted the Act as ‘a final and irrevocable settlement of a great Constitutional question’. As for ‘the spirit of the Reform Bill’ it depended what was meant. If it meant living ‘in a perpetual vortex of agitation’ and ‘abandoning altogether that great aid of government – more powerful than either law or reason – the respect for ancient rights and the deference to prescriptive authority’, then he had no intention of acting in its spirit.




But if the spirit of the Reform Bill implies merely a careful review of institutions, civil and ecclesiastical, undertaken in a friendly temper, combining, with the firm maintenance of established rights the correction of proved abuses and the redress of real grievances – in that case I can for myself and my colleagues undertake to act in such a spirit and with such intentions.





As with ‘the spirit of the Reform Bill’, much depends on the actual meaning given to these unexceptionable sentiments. Suppose that some ‘proved abuses’, or at least some ‘real grievances’, could not be corrected or redressed without infringing some ‘established rights’, what was the good Conservative to do? It is a problem far transcending the issues of Peel’s day. Indeed it is perennial, and the sceptical anti-Peelite is tempted to say that in practice Conservative governments too often judge the reality of grievances by the amount of fuss made by the grievers, and sell out established rights whenever there is enough agitation against them.


This was to be the gravamen of Disraeli’s charge in Coningsby, quoted at the end of the previous chapter: ‘The Tamworth Manifesto of 1834 was an attempt to construct a party without principles: its basis therefore was necessarily latitudinarianism; and its inevitable consequence has been Political Infidelity.’12 But politics, as someone or other has observed, is the art of the possible. If Peel had adopted the principles of Lord Eldon, or if – even less probably – he had been converted to the ideas of Sadler or Young England, he would have conceded a perpetual monopoly of power to the Whigs. The truth is that the Marquis of Monmouth, however low his motives, was nearer to reality than Coningsby –




‘I wish to be frank, sir,’ said Coningsby … ‘I have for a long time looked upon the Conservative party as a body who have betrayed their trust …’


‘You mean giving up those Irish corporations?’13 said Lord Monmouth. ‘Well between ourselves I am quite of the same opinion. But we must mount higher: we must go back to ’28 for the real mischief. But what is the use of lamenting the past. Peel is the man; suited to the times and all that; at least we must say so and try to believe so; we can’t go back.’14





It is amusing to note that Disraeli too once believed that ‘we can’t go back’ – but in the days when he was an aspirant for Peel’s favour, not a disappointed office-seeker anxious for revenge. Of the policy carried out by Peel in 1835 he wrote in a celebrated pamphlet which took the form of an open letter to Lord Lyndhurst:




This great deed, therefore, instead of being an act of insincerity or apostasy, was conceived in good faith, and in perfect harmony with the previous policy of the party: it was at the same time indispensable and urged alike by the national voice and the national interests, and history will record it as the conduct of patriotic wisdom.15





Peel recognised that his declaration of principle needed to be made more specific, and the rest of the manifesto is devoted to the actual problems before parliament. He will not interrupt the inquiry instituted by the Whigs into municipal corporations. He will maintain a liberal attitude to Dissenters, and, though he will not admit them to the universities, he will see that they are not at a disadvantage in the professions of law and medicine. He will resist retrospective inquiry into the Pension List but confer future pensions only on grounds of public service or intellectual merit. He will not countenance the alienation of Church property from ecclesiastical uses but he is prepared to commute tithe and to ‘remove every abuse that can impair the efficiency of the Establishment’. The only reference to fiscal policy is vague – ‘the enforcement of strict economy – and the just and impartial consideration of what is due to all interests – agricultural, manufacturing, commercial’.


Peel only had three months in office. A series of defeats forced him to throw in his hand at the beginning of April. His most important measure was the setting up of the Ecclesiastical Commission of which Dr Kitson Clark has observed, ‘it, more than any other one reform, made possible the renewed usefulness of the Church of England in the 19th century’.16 It was indeed a quintessential instance of cautious liberal Conservative renovation. Peel’s resignation was much less of a defeat for him than it was for the king. The Conservative party emerged incomparably stronger than it had been in November 1834 on the eve of Melbourne’s dismissal. There does indeed seem something inevitable about its progress over the next six years. The king’s death in 1837 caused another election which gave the Conservatives further gains, some 35 seats. In fact they had a majority of nine in the English constituencies and of sixteen if Wales is counted as a part of England, which it usually was – however deplorable this may seem in some quarters today. For their precarious tenure of power the Whigs depended on their majorities in Scotland (13) and in Ireland (42). It was this situation which gave such plausibility as there was to Disraeli’s frequently repeated charge that the Whigs were ‘only maintained in power by the votes of the Irish and Scotch members. The reason for this is that the Whigs are an anti-national party.’17 He first made the charge in 1835 when it was not true. The Whigs had a majority of 56 in the 500 English and Welsh seats, 61 if Wales is excluded. But it was true that Ireland and Scotland kept them in power from 1837 to 1841. However, neither Disraeli nor any other Conservative drew the logical conclusion that the party should either press for home rule in those two countries or else stop grumbling.18


In 1839 Melbourne resigned. Stanley and his followers were now prepared to join Peel. He could legitimately have expected a spell in office, for a dissolution of parliament would undoubtedly have given him an easy win. It was forestalled by the Bedchamber crisis.19 The attitude of the monarch, which had been so helpful to Peel in 1834, frustrated him in 1839, and the Whiggery of Queen Victoria gave Melbourne another two years of office, if not power. In 1841 beaten in the House he dissolved. The ensuing election gave Peel a majority of 76.
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The electoral figures of 1841 are worth looking at. The party won 283 out of the 471 English seats and 19 out of the 29 Welsh seats. They thus had a majority of over a hundred in England and Wales. In Ireland and Scotland they did less well, winning 43 out of 105 Irish seats and 22 out of 53 Scottish seats. Their success was particularly striking in the two largest constituencies in England, each with an electorate of over 18,000. It was the only occasion between the first two Reform Acts when they won two of the four seats for the City of London, normally a Whig–Liberal stronghold, and both the seats in the West Riding of Yorkshire – perhaps the most important industrial constituency in the country.


As one would expect the Conservative triumph was most complete in the English counties where they won 124 out of the 144 seats. In 1832 the figure had been 42; in 1835, 73; in 1837, 99. Of the 323 borough seats they won 155. They also won all four university seats. These figures are the more striking when one remembers the disproportionately high representation of the borough electorate, 275,000 compared with 345,000 for the counties. If there had been anything like justice between borough and county representation, the Conservative would have won 330 of the 471 English seats, instead of 283.20 On the other hand it has to be remembered also that the borough representation was itself very uneven. There were only 58 seats for boroughs with an electorate of over 2,000, although they accounted for 155,000 out of the 275,000 borough electors. The Conservatives only won 15 of these seats, and the Whigs 43. Had these big boroughs carried their proper weight, the Whig proportion of a reduced borough representation would have gone up, to something like 130 out of 210, and the Conservatives would have been down to 80.21 They would have gone down even more if London had been accorded the proportion that its electorate numerically warranted. The 18 London seats represented 61,627 electors, nearly 10 per cent of the whole English electorate. The Whigs even in this peak Conservative year won as many as 15. On a proportionate basis there should have been 46 or 47 London seats of which the Whigs would have won 39. The whole system was probably rather nearer to some sort of very rough numerical justice than one might suppose at first glance, but the point was not of any contemporary importance, for people simply did not think in those terms.


It is perhaps convenient at this stage to look at the elections between the Reform Acts of 1832 and 1867 as a series. Table A on page 46 shows the Conservative strength broken down in England between counties and the various types of borough, together with totals for Wales, Scotland and Ireland.


At a glance one can see the nature of Tory support. It was overwhelming in the counties. The party had a majority there in every election except 1832, and usually a heavy one. But Peel broke all records in 1841. Never again even in that favoured category was the party to win both seats in Bedfordshire, three out of the four Surrey seats, all four seats in Wiltshire, Worcestershire and Lancashire, three out of four Cornish county seats, five out of the six Yorkshire seats. The Conservatives also did well, though only relatively, in the boroughs with an electorate of over 1,000, winning 44 out of 121 seats (in 1837, 43). Their score was not to exceed 31 in subsequent elections. Performances in this sphere which were not destined to be repeated after 1841 were the success in the City of London already mentioned, the winning of one seat in Westminster City, one in Newcastle, one in Bristol, both the seats in Hull, Bedford, Reading, Southampton, Lancaster, Lincoln and Shrewsbury.


The counties and the big boroughs not only accounted for the vast majority of the electors but also constituted the area where public opinion was most capable, or least incapable, of expressing itself at elections in spite of the numerous barriers and checks imposed by bribery, corruption, intimidation, etc. The total number of English seats in these two groups came to 265. The Conservatives had an overwhelming majority of 71 in 1841, a modest majority (19) in 1837, a majority of only five in 1852. In all other elections they were in a minority.
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The fluctuations in public opinion can be best measured by the Conservative score out of 265 in these seats: 1832 (62); 1835 (115); 1837 (142); 1841 (168); 1847 (124); 1852 (135); 1857 (114); 1859 (130); 1865 (125). The smaller boroughs taken as a whole were the least representative of public opinion – which is not to say that public opinion had no effect there, any more than it had a completely unimpeded expression in the larger constituencies. The Whigs won a majority of these at every election in the series, except in 1841 when the Conservatives with in 111 wins scored seventeen more than they ever did before or after. The general trend of opinion was, however, to some extent reflected in the smaller boroughs, and with the exception of the change between 1859 and 1865, they mirrored, albeit imperfectly, the direction of movement in the more popular constituencies, that is to say, when the Conservatives improved their fortunes in the latter group they normally did so in the former too and vice versa.


The table does not reveal geographical distribution. There are any number of ways of looking at this but the same broad conclusion emerges. As far as England is concerned, in Peel’s time and even more markedly thereafter, the Conservative strength is to be


Notes for Table A


(*) In 1844 Sudbury with 2 seats was disfranchised, and in 1852 before the election St Albans also lost its two seats. In 1861 these were redistributed by giving one to Birkenhead (hitherto unrepresented), a third seat to South Lancashire, and two more to Yorkshire by dividing the West Riding.


(†) P = Peelite. Conservative majorities in England and the U.K. at the elections of 1847, 1852 and 1857 are calculated by regarding the Peelites as being for practical purposes on the Liberal side. This is an assumption which can reasonably be made for the first two elections. Its validity in 1857 is more questionable, and the usual figure given for the Liberal majority as c.90 assumes that the Peelites had reverted to their old party. It is often difficult to judge exactly who were or were not Peelites at any one time and particularly at that stage. I have taken as Peelite McCalmont’s label of LC (Liberal Conservative) with amendments where it is obviously wrong. From 1859 onwards I have disregarded it, treating well known Peelites, such as Gladstone, Graham, Cardwell and Herbert as Liberals, and adding the relatively small residue to the Conservatives. found in the centre, south and east (except for London), and the Whig–Liberal strength lies in the north and to some extent in the south-west. If we divide the English constituencies as evenly as possible by drawing a line from the Humber estuary to the Bristol Channel following the northern and western county boundaries of Lincoln, Notts, Leicester, Warwick, Worcester and Gloucester, if we then turn the line south-east along the south-west boundaries of Gloucester, Wilts, Hants to the sea, and if we omit London and Middlesex, we have enclosed what can be called the Conservative ‘heartland’, consisting of 236 seats. Apart from the election of 1832 when they fared disastrously everywhere, and that of 1857 when their score was only 103, the Conservatives had a majority in this area at every general election in the period. In the remaining 231 seats they never had one at all, their nearest approach being in 1841 when they won 113. Excluding that election and the disaster of 1832 they averaged about 36 per cent of the seats in this area. The poorness of their performance is emphasised by the accident of geography which on this line of division puts Shropshire and Westmorland, two of the most consistently Tory countries, on the wrong side of the fence.


The growing weakness of the Tories as one moves further away from the ‘home counties’ is emphasised when we look at the election returns in the non-English parts of the United Kingdom. Wales, it is true, had a Tory majority in all Peel’s elections, apart from 1832, and it remained fairly evenly divided after that. A semi-colonial economy, dominated by an anglicised squirearchy, it was far more closely integrated politically to England than was either Scotland or Ireland. The high-water mark of Conservative success was in 1841. The ‘natives’ did not begin to revolt till the very end of the period covered by this series of elections. The loss of four Conservative seats in 1865 was the portent of troubles to come, and the election of 1859 remains the last occasion on which the party has won a majority of Welsh seats. Conservatives became like white expatriates in a black world. In 1906 they failed to win a single seat.


Scotland until 1832 had been a vast Tory pocket borough, or rather, a governmental pocket borough which the Tories had controlled for a political generation. The Reform Act produced a revolution. The 53 Scottish seats23 were dominated by the Whigs and Liberals for the rest of the century and beyond. Indeed Conservatives and their allies only once had a majority – in the election of 1900, and this proved to be merely a flash in the pan. However, as in our other categories – English counties, English boroughs, large and small, and Wales – Peel in 1841 touched the high point of Conservative success between the first two Reform Acts, winning 22 seats.


The one exception to this pattern was Ireland which followed a course of her own. In every other category of seat there is a steady rise in the Conservative score at each of Peel’s elections. In Ireland, however, he actually lost 6 seats at the election of 1837–probably a consequence of the Lichfield House compact.24 It is true that 1841 saw Peel’s best achievement in Ireland as it did everywhere else, but it was not the top level of Conservative success between the Reform Acts. For reasons to be discussed later there was a remarkable revival in the party’s fortunes in Ireland during the late 1850s; in 1859 the Conservatives actually won a majority of the Irish seats, and although this was never to be repeated, they won as many as 50 seats in 1865.
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The election of 1841 was a striking vindication of Peel’s policy. Before 1828 the Tories had on their side the weight of the most important interests in the country: the solid support of the Crown, the Church of England and the universities; a majority of the aristocracy; the vast majority of the squires; important commercial interests of the older sort. Against them led by a section of the aristocracy were the dissenters, the Catholics, the more aggressive middle class business men, and – though this is not easy to measure at all accurately – the preponderance of the intellectual world. The Tories lost much of their support, including that of the Crown, between 1828 and 1832. By 1841 they had recovered nearly all of it. The Crown admittedly was still hostile; but Peel aided by the Prince Consort soon managed to overcome the prejudices of Queen Victoria. The Church was solidly behind him. The ‘old’ commercial interests – shipping, sugar, timber, etc. – were still on his side. The new industrial interests, the ‘field of coal’ and the ‘field of cotton’ may not have been exactly with him but they were nothing like so much against him as they had been ten years earlier.


In office he consolidated his middle class support. His great budgets of 1842 and 1845 scraped away the fiscal barnacles of many generations, and enabled the ship of English trade to sail more freely than ever before. He did this by the substitution of a single direct tax for a multiplicity of vexatious duties which clogged, choked and distorted the channels of commerce. Peel’s courage in reintroducing income tax in time of peace should not be underestimated. Hitherto it had been regarded as a desperate war-time expedient, and it had been promptly abolished in 1815. He is not to be blamed for the monster which personal taxation has become today; he would have been horrified at the spectacle. The Tory ministry of 1841–6 was one of the ablest of the whole century. It contained five past or future Prime Ministers, and the adhesion of the ‘dilly’ gave a notable boost to its talent.


Peel was responsible for many other important measures both at home and abroad. If any are to be singled out, perhaps his Bank Act should have pride of place in domestic affairs, and in foreign policy the settlement of the Maine and Oregon boundaries with Canada; but for that, the harmonious relations which on the whole prevailed between Britain and the USA for the rest of the century would not have been possible.


Perhaps Peel’s greatest claim to fame is that, alone of the Conservative leaders in our period, he made a serious effort to deal with the Irish question. He did not of course succeed, but nor did anyone else either then or later. At least Peel tried to tackle it rather than sit back and draw political profits from the prejudice that it engendered in England. Ireland was regarded by Derby with well-reciprocated detestation, by Disraeli with perceptive cynicism,25 by Salisbury with pessimistic despair, by Balfour with tenacious obduracy, by Bonar Law with ancestral prejudice. Only to Peel was it a problem to be solved like others, though more difficult, complicated and intractable. It broke him, as it was to break his pupil, Gladstone, a generation later. Of all statesmen in their day those two great men came closest to embodying the moral and political spirit of the new Britain emerging from the stresses of the Industrial Revolution. There is something both appropriate and symbolic in the fact that what Disraeli luridly called the ‘sinister catastrophe’ of Peel’s career should have been connected, as Gladstone’s was to be, with Ireland – the one area of the United Kingdom where the Industrial Revolution had never penetrated and where the social and political presuppositions of the new Britain simply did not apply.


The real problem of Ireland was to satisfy nationalist sentiment affronted by the Act of Union of 1801 which withdrew the limited autonomy conceded in 1782. The triple problems of the Church of Ireland, education and land tenure under which the Irish question was normally divided, were ultimately subordinate to that of self-government. It was a measure of the greatness of Gladstone that late in life he came to see this truth and devoted the rest of his political career to the cause of Irish Home Rule. In fact self-government itself posed intractable problems, for there were two nations in Ireland; and it was one of Gladstone’s limitations that he never perceived the force of Orange sentiment in Ulster – something which the Conservatives were later to exploit with much success.


All this, however, lay far ahead. Neither of the great parties thought at this time in terms of repeal of the Union. The most that the Whigs were prepared to do, as a result of the Lichfield House compact with O’Connell, was to provide limited remedies for specific grievances in return for the general support of O’Connell and his followers in the House. Peel as leader of the Tory party could not contemplate any disturbance of the special position of the Irish Church, nor was this a matter of acting à contre cœur. He strongly and genuinely supported the Establishment. Education and land were different. Peel was ready to do something in both fields. He set up the Devon Commission to enquire into Irish land tenure, but even a modified version of its reasonable, though far from drastic, recommendations foundered in the House of Lords. With education Peel did manage to achieve some progress, but the process was highly damaging to the unity of his party and can in retrospect be seen as the prelude to the revolt which was to bring him down.


Of Peel’s two measures to deal with Irish education, one proved relatively uncontroversial in England. This was a Bill to set up and endow three colleges providing education for middle class Irish-men irrespective of religious creed. The trouble was that the Catholics in Ireland immediately took offence at the foundation of ‘godless colleges’, and Peel’s measure though sensible enough in itself did little to placate the Irish. His other measure raised a storm, although it is hard for us nowadays to understand why. In 1795 the Irish parliament had initiated an annual grant to the Catholic seminary at Maynooth, and this contribution to the education of Irish priests had been continued by the U.K. parliament after the Act of Union without causing any special attention. In 1845 it was £9,000 P.a. Peel proposed to increase it to £26,000. At once a storm blew up which threatened to capsize his Cabinet. Since the principle of state subvention had already been conceded and no one proposed to abolish the existing grant, it is difficult to see the logic behind this extraordinary commotion. But politics is not always a matter of logic. It was a defect in Peel that he could not make sufficient allowance for the strength of irrational sentiments which he was far too sensible to share himself. After his experiences in 1829 he should perhaps have known better the strength of the ‘No popery’ cry. However, it must have been difficult to take seriously arguments of which the following is a good specimen, from a letter to The Times by Canon MacNeile on April 29, 1845.




As the Word of God forbids the bowing down to images as expressly as it forbids theft or adultery – consequently as we could not without wilful rebellion against God’s authority, approve or co-operate in the endowment of a college for instruction in theft or adultery, so neither can we approve of or co-operate in the endowment of a college for instruction in bowing down to images.





Peel was able to carry the increased Maynooth Grant with large majorities in both Houses of Parliament, but the Conservative opposition to it was formidable, and the third reading in the lower House would have been defeated without Whig support. The Conservatives divided 159–147 for the second reading, 149–148 against the third reading. It is interesting to note that of the 159 Conservatives who voted for Maynooth on the second reading, 82 voted for the repeal of the corn laws on the third reading in 1846, and 59 against; whereas of the 147 opponents of Maynooth, 111 voted against repealing the corn laws and only 19 voted for.26 In 1845 Peel had affronted one of the deepest prejudices of his supporters – protestantism. He survived narrowly, but neither he nor his colleagues were in any doubt about the damage done to the party. A year later he affronted another of those prejudices – protection. This time he did not survive.
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The story of the corn law crisis is too well known for detailed repetition here. Peel was convinced that the famine looming ahead as a result of the failure of the Irish potato crop compelled him to remove the duties on imported grain. There are several difficulties in accepting his own arguments on this point, and it is clear now that for many reasons the repeal of the corn laws did not make – and could not have made – much difference to the famine. It has also long been known that Peel was already converted to free trade for quite other and indeed much better reasons which he found it politically impossible at first to avow in public. Peel was evidently feeling the strain of office and was acutely impatient of the dullards in his party. Nevertheless, with all allowance made, his conduct is puzzling. Why did he not persist in his original decision to resign instead of accepting the ‘poisoned chalice’ back from the hands of Lord John Russell? Why did he do so with such alacrity and ‘glee’ as Gladstone described it? It was quite unnecessary and he would have been far less likely to break up his party by giving support to Russell from the opposition benches than by repealing the corn laws himself. It is true that he carried nearly all the Cabinet with him, the only resignation of significance being that of Stanley; but why did he make no attempt to conciliate his back-benchers? Why, if he considered the matter to be one of urgency, did he not as a temporary measure suspend the corn laws at once by order in council, which could be done under the Act, and leave it to the sense of Parliament to decide whether the suspension should be permanent, instead of introducing a bill which gradually tapered off the import duties over a period of three years? Peel answers some of these questions in his memoirs but not very convincingly.


At times one feels that he is almost courting defeat, or if not going quite so far, that he is deliberately overriding party prejudices, flouting their beliefs in an almost arrogant spirit of ‘take it or leave it’. Peel was a proud man and a highly sensitive man. That he should have resented the language of Bentinck and Disraeli is natural enough; and, by the end of the long battle, having ensured the passage of repeal he may well have deliberately ridden for a fall over the Irish Coercion Bill. But his earlier conduct before the great debate began cannot be thus explained, unless we suppose that his troubles with his party over successive revolts on the Ten Hours Bill, the sugar duties and Maynooth had bitten deeper than appeared at the time. Whatever the reason, Peel seems to have cared less than most leaders about preserving the unity of the party, and the ensuing split is one whose significance in terms of party continuity, both institutional and ideological, has been sometimes underestimated. For in 1846 there was a real break away from the Conservative party of Peel. Moreover, it cannot be equated with a revival of any sort of romantic pre-Peel, pre-Liverpool, back-to-Pitt Toryism, let alone anything going even further into the past. The nature of the division created in Peel’s party by his decision to repeal the corn laws is not always understood. The rebellion against him headed by Lord George Bentinck under the suzerainty of Stanley27 and with Disraeli as adjutant led in a very real sense to the creation of a new party.


First, it is necessary to decide what the rebellion was all about. One can easily be confused over this. The part which Disraeli’s actions – his oratory and political intrigues – played in it has made posterity assume that the rebellion also must have had something to do with the ideas which he had been throwing off like an erratic catherine wheel during the last three or four years. Disraeli’s ideas were extremely critical of Peel and of ‘Conservatism’. Disraeli’s actions during the crisis were extremely damaging to Peel and to the Conservative party. It would therefore seem prima facie reasonable to suppose that there was a connection, and that the conflict was one of ideas – a collision between the principles of ‘Young England’ and those of the Conservative Establishment in the 1840s.


In a previous work I described Young England as ‘the Oxford movement translated by Cambridge from religion into politics’.28  This may be an over-simplification of a complicated matter to which someone ought to devote a monograph if not a book, but there is undoubtedly a sense in which the two movements had a common origin – a romantic revolt against Erastianism in Church affairs and against liberal utilitarianism in the secular field. The name was given to a small coterie of youthful aristocratic Tories elected to the 1841 parliament, fresh from Eton and Cambridge: George Smythe, later 7th Viscount Strangford; Lord John Manners, later 6th Duke of Rutland; Alexander Baillie-Cochrane, ennobled by Disraeli in 1880 as Lord Lamington. The origin of the name is obscure. It may have been a carry over from Cambridge days, or it may have been (like ‘Whig’ and ‘Tory’) a term of derision subsequently adopted by the group itself. Disraeli was at an early stage regarded as their leader, though some of them had reservations about him. Fifteen years older than the rest, he taught them – but he also learned from them.


Their philosophy was a curious high Tory hotch-potch based on Clarendon’s History of the great rebellion, Bolingbroke’s Patriot king, Scott’s novels, the Tracts for the times, and a forgotten book, The broadstone of honour which appeared in 1822 from the pen of a young Catholic convert and miscellaneous writer, Kenelm Digby; the book’s sub-title was Rules for the gentlemen of England. The best and most entertaining expression of their outlook is Disraeli’s Con ingsby, in which the principal Young Englanders and their friends appear under thin disguise. Like Tractarianism and the Gothic revival, Young England was essentially nostalgic and escapist – the reaction of an aristocratic class that was on its way out, half conscious of defeat, yet determined to make a final protest against Benthamism, Whiggery, Peelism and consensus politics.


There was a great deal of nonsense mixed up with it. For example Smythe recommended the revival of ‘touching for the King’s Evil’ as a means of resuscitating the monarchy. But it had a serious side. Viewed in terms of Conservative party thought it was the latest expression of that Tory paternalism discussed in the first chapter. The Young Englanders were indeed swimming against the tide, but it was not an ignoble effort, and, though they achieved little, it would be in the long run an asset to the party that some generous young men of high birth had urged the landed classes first to put their own house in order and then to attack the abuses of the millocracy, that they had declared property to have its duties as well as its privileges, that they had denounced the harshness of the poor law, and that they had shown some consciousness of the gulf between the Two Nations.


Disraeli probably took these ideas at least half seriously, though one cannot be sure, but the battle which he waged against Peel had nothing to do with them at all. The conflict was, indeed, one of clashing principles or attitudes, but it did not involve Young England nor did Disraeli claim that it did. In fact Young England was dead by the beginning of 1846, killed by the Maynooth debate, in which its members voted on different sides. They were not united on the corn law question either. George Smythe – ‘Coningsby’ himself – actually joined Peel’s government in the consequential reshuffle. The great majority of the inarticulate squires who voted against the repeal of the corn laws neither understood nor cared about the romantic, Gothic, high Church, quasi-Jacobite notions of Lord John Manners and his friends. What Bagehot called ‘the finest brute vote in creation’ had little in common with Young England. It was Lord George Bentinck, the King of the Turf and owner of one of the best studs in England, whom they were following; not Disraeli, the alien adventurer and mountebank. The conflict was not between Peelism and any other brand of romantic or popular Toryism. It was between Peelism and the Ultras.


It is not surprising that responsible, prudent and orthodox Conservative ‘men of business’ had opted for Peelism. The steady rise in Conservative seats at three successive general elections seemed to confirm their wisdom. But a policy of consensus, involving, as it must, much distress to the faithful adherents of party doctrine or party prejudice, is easier to carry out in an era of rigid party obedience than one of independence and frequent cross voting. Perhaps, too, it depends for success on leaders who possess a certain indefinable genius for blurring differences, softening conflicts, cajoling recalcitrants, talking in one style, acting in another, giving an impression of orthodoxy while ever adapting it to the needs of common sense and political reality; leaders like Palmerston, Disraeli, Lloyd George, Baldwin – it is better not to venture upon more recent parallels. Peel clearly did not possess this gift, in spite of his many other political virtues. Whether he could have prevented the great schism of 1846, had he been differently constituted, must remain one of the ‘ifs’ of history. It may be that no one could have preserved party unity on such an issue, but Peel set about the task in the worst possible way. Indeed one could argue that he never set about it at all.
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