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Introduction


This is not a book about politics. The pages that follow contain no insights on how one should be running the country, or on the laws that should be made, mended or repealed. It is not about Westminster, not really; the SW1 postcode merely provides a convenient backdrop.


This book is not about the people who have shaped this country and made it the place it is today. It is not about the heroes who protected Britain from those who wished it harm, or the ones who made life better for the millions at home. In fact, it is not about the vast majority of politicians, who perhaps never led but always tried to help when they could.


Instead, Honourable Misfits is about the men (and occasional women) who marched to the beat of their own drum. Some got quite a lot done in their lifetime; others not much at all. Most ended up being footnotes in history because of what they managed to achieve, often by accident, or simply because of their peculiar ways.


It is not a celebration of them, but it isn’t a condemnation either. Instead, this walk through history’s most eccentric politicians intends to make a point, namely that politics is weird, and that is because we are weird. We are ruled and represented by people we elect, and those people are us; if crooks, cranks and oddballs end up in Parliament, it is because enough of us are crooks, cranks and oddballs, and we are ruled by our own. There is a famous anecdote about Labour MP Bill Stones, who was once drinking a pint of ale in Parliament’s Strangers’ Bar when he heard someone complain that the Commons was full of cunts. ‘There’s plenty of cunts int’ country,’ he said, ‘and they deserve some representation.’


Finally, this book aims to be a reminder of something that will sound glib written down but is nonetheless often forgotten; politicians are people. They are humans who often (but not always) try their best, who fail when they didn’t mean to, and who sometimes do what is easy instead of what is good. They have peculiar obsessions, a tendency to self-sabotage, irrational likes and dislikes, and more flaws than you could count. So do I, and so do you. The people we are about to discuss represent not just the highs and the lows of humanity but mostly the weird corners, the shades of grey and the traits we’d rather forget we have.


Of course, they will mostly represent the excesses of those traits; it wouldn’t be an entertaining topic to write or read about otherwise. But this does not mean they existed in a vacuum; there’s plenty of misfits in this country, and are you sure you’re not one of them?


[image: Paragraph break image]


This is probably the point where I should clarify what I mean by ‘misfits’. What does the term generally mean? Well, it depends. As you will see, I have divided the MPs I have chosen to profile into six categories. Broadly speaking, there are some unfortunate ones, some adventurous ones, some lustful ones, and then and there are some villains, eccentrics, and everyone else. In parliamentary history as in life, it is impossible to neatly put people in boxes, and several MPs could have gone in several different categories; in the end I had to drop them into the one they were closest to. 


This does not mean there is no overlap; some MPs did a lot of travelling but also a lot of fooling around during those travels, while others committed the occasional crime while mostly being a bit odd. You get the gist. On the topic of villains – it was not easy coming up with some straightforward rules on who to include and who to leave aside when it came to lawbreakers. Some crimes are so beyond the pale that they instantly disqualified the person who committed them, which is why you will not find any paedophiles in the chapters ahead. Similarly, I tried to keep the slave traders to a minimum, although one or two did make the cut as there were simply so many of them, once upon a time.


On a different but related note, many MPs were killed in cruel and brutal ways a few centuries ago, but few made the cut. For many centuries wars raged abroad and at home, and it was quite frequent for MPs to partake in them, with predictable consequences. In fact, the bar was set high when it came to death in office as, to put it bluntly, it was quite easy to die young for quite a long time in Britain. One shooting accident is a tragedy worthy of inclusion; dozens become a fact of life.


Speaking of Britain – as you may or may not know, depending on how interested you are in political history, the whole island of Ireland was represented in Westminster’s Parliament for some time, and Ireland sent its fair share of extravagant MPs to the Commons. ‘Britain’ is a shorthand in the title, but I acknowledge that for some time the Houses of Parliament covered ground beyond today’s borders.


It also seems worth mentioning that until relatively recently – in the grand scheme of things – parliamentary democracy was not what it is today. If you were a man of a certain background, it practically was a given that you could become a member of Parliament if you wanted to. Thanks to rotten (or ‘pocket’) boroughs, the ‘electorate’ was a handful of well-bred men – or a singular count or baron of some description – who could be easily won round. This is why several entries will mention someone yearning for a seat, then getting a seat without a campaign getting mentioned in between, as there was no campaign.


On the subject of the olden days; in case you have not guessed, what follows is not very diverse. In fact, I can even go further and say that what follows is tremendously male and tremendously pale, as these were the main characteristics of British lawmakers for a very, very long time. This could have been rectified by making the cast of characters more current, but this would be a different book. A peculiar death that took place three hundred years ago can only be funny in the way that that same death happening in the past twenty years wouldn’t. Distance turns tragedy into farce, and the latter was what I sought.


Finally, it should be noted that this book does not cover all possible ground, in two different ways. Firstly, I do not pretend I managed to track down every single maverick who ever stepped foot in Parliament; many were lost to history, others became such myths it was impossible to disentangle fact from fiction, and a few probably just slipped through my net. If you can think of any, do let us know and we will see what we can do in the next edition. Secondly, the short biographies that follow are intended as just that: snapshots of people’s lives, with a focus on what made them interesting.


In some cases, their quirks came out in Parliament, and little time will be spent on the lives they led outside of it; in others, what they did on the green benches was only a footnote in an otherwise fascinating existence, and so the Commons will barely be mentioned. If you wish to find out more about one of our MPs, there is plenty out there for you to read, and the bibliography at the end of this book is intended to provide you with a decent starting point.


In the meantime, I should probably get started, shouldn’t I? Roll up, roll up! Do I have some misfits to introduce you to …
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The Eccentrics
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At one time, an honour to his nature; at another, a satire on humanity.


Charles James Apperley (‘Nimrod’) on the life of John ‘Mad Jack’ Mytton











John Bentinck (1800–79)



MP for King’s Lynn, 1824–6


Some men are born eccentrics; odd children turning into peculiar teens and even weirder adults. Others take an unexpected turn at some point, and slide into eccentricity as they grow older. John Bentinck was the latter. Born in London, he was always known by his second name, John, as he shared his first name, William, with all the male members of his family. (Why they didn’t simply choose to switch all the first and second names around is a valid question, but sadly not one relevant to the topic at hand.)


He was home-schooled and then joined the army at eighteen, serving in the 10th and 7th Royal Hussars, among other regiments, and eventually rising to the rank of captain. In 1822 his uncle George Canning offered to make him one of two personal private secretaries at the Foreign Office, alongside one of his brothers, but he turned down the offer. Sadly for Bentinck, politics was not done with him yet; in 1824 his elder brother – you guessed it – William died, making John the new Marquess of Titchfield. That same year it was agreed that he should run for King’s Lynn in Parliament, as the seat was traditionally held by a member of the family.


He managed to last in the Commons for an impressive two years, given how little he did there, before standing down on grounds of ill-health and conveniently handing the seat on to his uncle. Though he had also had to leave the army because of his frail constitution, it seems fair to assume that Bentinck wasn’t heartbroken to be leaving Westminster to go travelling instead. Somehow this was not the last he would see of the blasted building; in 1854 he became the fifth Duke of Portland after his father died. The title came with a seat in the House of Lords, which he was clearly so desperate to have that he only took the oath of allegiance a full three years later. And, for the sake of being thorough, it should be pointed out that he was offered the Order of the Garter not once but twice, and refused both times.


In any case, it was not in the areas of military service (he had a fairly decent military career) or politics (in which his career was largely non-existent) that Bentinck decided to shine. Instead, his crowning achievement was Welbeck Abbey, the north Nottinghamshire estate he inherited and transformed beyond recognition. Among others things, he presided over the building of:




	kitchen gardens covering nearly 9 hectares (or 22 acres) that were encased by high walls with recesses in which braziers were put to make the fruit ripen quicker


	a 1,000-feet-long peach wall


	
a riding house that was 396 feet long, 108 feet wide and 50 feet high, which was lit using 4,000 gas jets.





And that’s only what was above ground. Bentinck got his workers – mostly Irish labourers who had been building the London underground – to dig over a dozen miles of tunnels underneath Welbeck Abbey. The main tunnel was around a third of a mile long and was wide enough for two carriages to ride through side by side. It had gas lamps installed overhead, and led to a one and a quarter-mile pathway connecting the lodge and the south lodge. Then there was the Plant Corridor, which was just over half a mile long and wide enough that several people could walk through it together, and which connected the main house to the riding house. Running parallel to it was a narrower tunnel to be used by the servants.


Other tunnels included some smaller corridors with narrow-gauge rails used for transporting hot food (mostly chicken) throughout the estate, as well as the Horse Corridor, which was decorated with antler racks and led to the great hall. You see, Bentinck didn’t only want to be able to travel underground; he wanted to be able to live underground too. The grandest of the rooms below ground was originally meant to be a chapel but ended up taking turns as a picture gallery and ballroom. It was 164 feet long and 65 feet wide, making it the largest private room in England when it was built, and had a ceiling painted like a sunset, bull’s eye skylights and a hydraulic lift. If he ever got bored of it, he could always go to the subterranean library instead, the glass roof observatory or the underground billiards room.


As you may have guessed, building all this required a lot of manpower; so much, in fact, that Bentinck ended up employing thousands of men over two decades. Perhaps surprisingly, given that he was a man of a certain time from a certain class, most writing from the era makes him sound like a fundamentally decent employer. He provided doctor’s visits, food and fuel to employees who fell ill and to their families, and offered housing to widows, none of which were a given in the nineteenth century. He also provided each employee with ‘an umbrella, a suit of clothes, a top hat, and a donkey’ to facilitate comings and goings around the estate, and built his workers a roller-skating rink near the lake when the activity became fashionable.


There was, however, one hitch; Bentinck’s staff were not allowed to interact with him, or even acknowledge him if he happened to walk past them. No, really; one of his employees once tipped his hat as he bumped into the owner of the estate and was promptly fired. In fairness, he was like that with everyone, and had grown to become a deeply introverted man, as opposed to a rude one. The only person allowed to interact with him face to face was his valet; everyone else had to make do with exchanges of letters. If he left his quarters, it was usually via a network of smaller tunnels he could walk through, so no one knew where he was or if he had decided to go for a wander.


Sometimes he would go for walks outside but only at night, with a female servant walking 40 yards ahead of him with a lantern. If he really did have to venture outdoors during the day, he would do so wearing a very tall hat, not one but two overcoats, and a very high collar, and would carry a huge umbrella. Rumours at the time swirled around the reasons for his behaviours, and he was thought to perhaps have a crippling skin condition, but there never was any evidence of it; as far as we can tell, Bentinck simply was, by the time he reached middle age, a very odd fellow.


In fact, the older he got, the more peculiar he became. By 1879, Welbeck Abbey had fallen into disrepair, apart from a suite of five rooms he still lived in, all of which had pink walls and barely any furniture. He moved back to London that year, where he died a few months later; he was buried in a simple grave in the Kensal Green cemetery.


John Benjamin Stone (1838–1914)


MP for Birmingham East, 1895–1910


John Benjamin Stone was born in Birmingham and spent the early years of his career in paper manufacturing and at his father’s glass works. More importantly, he spent his formative years collecting photographs, prints, stereographs and anything else he could get his hands on. He was also a keen traveller in the 1860s, going as far as Norway and Lapland and buying all the pictures he could find there, though not taking any himself quite yet.


Back in England, he immersed himself in local politics, serving in town councils in Birmingham and then Sutton Coldfield, founding the Birmingham East Conservative Association and eventually being elected mayor of Birmingham. Unsurprisingly, he then made his way to the House of Commons in 1895 as the Conservative MP for Birmingham East.


Still, politics was only ever an aside in Stone’s life. In around 1888 he had started taking his own photographs, as the medium had become more accessible to people who weren’t professional photographers. Well, relatively more accessible, as he originally had to employ two men full-time to work on his pictures. In any case, a passion was born, and Stone began to capture everything he could on camera.


Sometimes it would be scenes from foreign expeditions, including South Africa, the Middle East, Brazil – where he went to document a solar eclipse – and China. Sometimes, as he put it himself, he would set out to ‘portray for the benefit of future generations the manners, customs, the festivals and pageants’ of the era with a view to stimulating ‘local patriotism’, to draw out ‘links with the past’ and to ‘add to everybody’s knowledge of the country we love’. In practice, this meant travelling around the British Isles taking pictures of traditional customs and outfits.


Then there was the Palace of Westminster. Though parliamentarians had been very reluctant to let photographers into their workplace, the fact that Stone was an MP himself clearly worked in his favour. In his entirely unofficial capacity as the Commons’ photographer, he spent a decade photographing everyone from his fellow MPs to House staff and visitors, gaining quite a public profile in the process. That he was mostly known for his pictures and not his political work didn’t seem to bother him too much; when a reporter once cheekily asked him if his position as an MP ever interfered with his photography career, he replied ‘only to a small extent’.


By that point the press had affectionately given him a series of nicknames, from Sir Kodak, after the camera he used, to Sir Snapshot and the Knight of the Camera. Still, his amateur career reached its peak in 1911, when he was hired as the official photographer of the coronation of King George V. Most of his life was in Westminster by this point, but that did not mean he had left the rest of the world behind. After having spent several years as an early president of the Birmingham Photographic Society and having helped found the Warwickshire Photographic Survey, he launched the National Photographic Records Association in 1897.


It had collapsed by the time of the coronation, but had managed to print thousands of photographs – most taken by Stone himself – which had been deposited at the British Museum. When he died, in 1914, Sir Benjamin Stone left a collection of over twenty-five thousand pictures behind, a lot of which are still shown in museums today. This would certainly please him: as he once explained, ‘I have aimed at recording history with the camera, which, I think, is the best way of recording it.’


Ronald Gower (1845–1916)


MP for Sutherland, 1867–74


If you have been to Stratford-upon-Avon, you may have encountered the Shakespeare memorial, a collection of bronze statues representing the playwright as well as several of his most famous characters. What you may not know is that the artist was an MP, and that there was a lot more to his life than these few statues.


The youngest son of eleven children, Ronald Gower went, as most sons of dukes did, to Eton, then Cambridge. At twenty-one he stood for Parliament in Sutherland as a Liberal candidate and won. Young Gower wasn’t exactly fascinated by politics, though he was soon referred to as ‘the beautiful boy’ of the House. When Gladstone’s government came to an end in 1874, he stood down – ‘with some relief’, according to some – and got to focus on his real passion: the arts.


He already had been a frequent visitor of artists’ studios – including Garibaldi’s in Italy – but formally got more involved that year when he was appointed as a trustee of the National Portrait Gallery. Still, this was not enough; Gower yearned to make some art himself, and had tried his hand at painting, etching and photography, but with little success. This changed when he went to Paris a year later and joined the studio of sculptor Albert-Ernest Carrier-Belleuse, one of the founding members of the Société Nationale des Beaux Arts.


Eventually moving to his own studio with Carrier’s assistant Luca Madrassi, Gower started his career as a sculptor in earnest with, among other works, a full-length figure of Marie Antoinette on her way to the guillotine. Soon enough he moved on to his Shakespeare project, which took several years and which he funded himself. Though it took some convincing originally, Gower managed to place his statues in Stratford, with an inauguration taking place in October 1888. Deciding that the work was his magnum opus, he swore off sculpting afterwards and dedicated the rest of his life to writing and travelling.


To be fair to him, he did have a colourful personal life to keep him busy. A gay man, Gower was an acquaintance of Oscar Wilde and is widely thought to have been the inspiration for Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray. Despite the (ironically named) magazine Man of the World accusing him of having relations with men in 1879 – and the Prince of Wales calling him ‘a member of an association for unnatural practices’ – Gower’s secret remained fairly safe.


His name was also mentioned in the press during the Cleveland Street scandal of 1889, when a gay brothel was discovered by the police, but enough powerful men were linked to the place that his presence remained largely unnoticed. In fact, Gower met the man who would become his long-term partner four years later. Journalist Frank Hird was nicknamed the Bébé because of his relative youth; he was twenty when the pair met. The age gap worked in their favour in the end, as Gower adopted Hird in order to regularise their relationship, which allowed them to live together.


Sadly, financial ruin interrupted the couple’s bliss in 1913, when Francis Shackleton – the brother of famous explorer Ernest – defrauded Gower of his fortune by getting him to purchase some dodgy shares. Gower had to sell his country house as a result, but at least he and Hird stayed together until he died.


Only in his forties by that point, Frank Hird ended up marrying a woman a few years later. When he died, his body was laid to rest next to Lord Gower; when she died, her ashes were buried with the two of them.


Richard Heber (1773–1833)


MP for Oxford University, 1821–6


Richard Heber loved books from a young age. During his school days he tried to buy so many of them that his father irritably wrote to him:


I cannot say I rejoice in the importation of the cargo of books you mention from abroad, we had before enough and too many, ten times more than were ever read or even looked into. Of multiplying books … there is neither end nor use. The cacoethes of collecting books draws men into ruinous extravagancies. It is an itch which grows by indulgence and should be nipped in the bud.


It was a valiant effort that failed entirely. While attending Brasenose College, Oxford, Heber edited the works of Roman orator and poet Silius Italicus and expanded his literary tastes and collection. In fact, his father’s death in 1804 brought his bibliophilia to new heights. Having inherited large estates in Yorkshire and Shropshire, he now had enough space to indulge his frenetic search for rare and special books. It probably didn’t help that one edition was rarely enough for him; as he himself put it, ‘no gentleman can be without three copies of a book: one for show, one for use, and one for borrowers’.


Another interest Heber had was politics: though he only became the MP for Oxford University in 1821, he first stood for the seat in 1806, and unsuccessfully ran several times after that. It is especially peculiar, then, that once he finally got into the House of Commons, he did very little there. According to a piece published at the time, his performance was ‘by no means answerable to the expectations of many of his constituents’. Though he did vote fairly frequently, he rarely made himself heard in the Chamber.


Heber was also one of the founders of the private members’ club the Athenaeum in 1824. This didn’t please his constituency, as the university had its very own club just around the corner. A year later, the provost of Oriel College pleaded with him to make the ‘trifling sacrifice’ of giving ‘some public evidence of attention to the political feelings of the University’, but, as his father had found decades before, there was little point trying to argue with Richard.


On the bright side, it must have been a relief for everyone when, later that year, Heber decided to stand down from the Commons. In fact, he had by that point left Britain altogether and taken up life on the Continent. In a particularly honest letter to his half-sister, he explained: ‘Towards this I have been turning onward for some time and the impending dissolution seemed the proper moment to decide. Not taking an active part in its proceedings, I found the House somewhat of a fag and a bore and the time it took up unprofitably spent.’ 


Well, perhaps not entirely honest. Though it may well have been possible that he wanted to explore the distant, exotic lands of Antwerp, Heber had also been caught that summer making advances to two young men at the Athenaeum. This got back to the father of one of them, and then travelled all the way to the ears of then Home Secretary Robert Peel and his under-secretary Henry Hobhouse. Though Heber had initially denied the allegations, he did confess eventually, and was made to make a swift exit from London by Hobhouse.


His resignation raised some eyebrows, but the fact that he had been a less than stellar MP anyway provided a decent enough excuse for his decision. Or, as Peel put it to a concerned party in 1826, ‘Heber was so listless last session, and appeared to have such a horror of anything which might by possibility call him up in the House of Commons, that I am hardly surprised at his resignation.’


Still, Sunday paper the John Bull decided to pour some petrol on the flames later that year by reporting that Heber was not to come back to England anytime soon, mentioning as well his ‘over addiction to Hartshorn’. To the average reader, this must have seemed absurd; salt of hartshorn is a type of smelling salts made from deer antler. People in the know, however, would have noticed that Hartshorn was also the last name of a nineteen-year-old antiquary – Charles Henry Hartshorn – who had spent some months living with Heber. The message was clear; word of his homosexuality was still spreading, and he should stay away from London. Poor Hartshorn sued the mag for libel and won, but could not convince Heber to come back.


Maybe that was because he had found a way to occupy himself in exile; instead of chasing books in England, he now chased books across Europe, occasionally purchasing entire libraries in one go. On top of his houses in the motherland, he had large depots in France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany. Still, the end of his life was a sad one; having returned to Pimlico in 1831, Heber spent his last two years a recluse and died alone.


As for his collection, it was found after his passing to total just under 150,000 books between several countries, including eight houses in England. They were all sold at a series of events in Paris, London and Ghent.



James Morrison (1789–1857)



MP for St Ives, 1830–1


MP for Ipswich, 1831–4


MP for Ipswich, 1835–7


MP for Inverness Burghs, 1840–7


James Morrison had humble beginnings. The son of a Hampshire innkeeper, his career took off when his parents died and he was sent to live with the Flints, some relatives who worked as haberdashers in London. According to a contemporary, he ‘remodelled the whole system of the shop in a way so advantageous in its results that he naturally expected to become a partner’. Sadly the Flints wouldn’t let it happen, so instead he went to work with the Todd family, who owned a similar shop. There, ‘being a handsome as well as a clever man, he soon made himself necessary, and captivated Miss Todd, whom he married, and was taken in partnership’.


Everything was going great for James Morrison, and it was only the beginning. In 1817 he started travelling to Europe to establish some trade contracts, and by 1824 he had become the sole managing partner of the company and bought out his father-in-law, renaming the (very successful) business James Morrison & Company. Since being on the path to becoming richer than God was not enough for him, he also stood for Parliament a few times, eventually winning a seat in 1830.


According to parliamentary records, he wasn’t the most impressive of MPs, and ‘spoke infrequently and tended to overburden his speeches with financial detail’. That being said, he was ‘respected from the outset as an expert on trade, manufacturing and finance’, voted fairly often and sat on several select committees. Still, his real passion remained the realm of business.


According to fellow merchant John Bowring, Morrison ‘established one of the largest and most lucrative concerns that has ever existed in London’, earning the nickname the Napoleon of Shopkeepers. There are many theories on how he did that; the most famous is perhaps that his motto was ‘small profits and quick returns’, which allowed him to work with small margins but at increasingly large scales.


Then there are the quirkier stories about his particularly shrewd practices. He was said, for example, to have bought up all the black crêpe in the country as the health of Caroline of Brunswick, the queen consort, was deteriorating. When she finally passed weeks later, mourners only had one man to turn to. There was also the time he (allegedly) managed to avoid paying import taxes on leather gloves he was bringing in from France. When a huge shipment arrived in Southampton, the trader was asked to pay what he was due; Morrison refused, and told the customs officer to keep the cargo.


Said cargo was eventually put up for auction, but who could possibly want it? Instead of pairs, it was merely thousands of right-handed gloves. You see, Morrison had made two shipments, one to Southampton and another to Great Yarmouth, and so he was able to bid for both lots for practically no money. By the end of it, he had got hold of all his gloves without paying a penny in tax.


Though this perhaps wasn’t the most honest way of doing business, it clearly worked for him. By the end of his life, Morrison owned land in Berkshire, Buckinghamshire, Glamorgan, Hampshire, Essex, Middlesex, Oxfordshire, Kent, Surrey, Sussex, Wiltshire, Yorkshire and Scotland, as well as the island of Islay in the Inner Hebrides. His fortune was estimated at around £5 million when he passed away in 1857 – around half a billion pounds in today’s money – making him the richest commoner of his time. 


Joseph Brotherton (1783–1857)


MP for Salford, 1832–57


Oddly for a man who would spend so much of his life so dearly attached to Salford, Joseph Brotherton was actually born in Derbyshire. His family only moved to Lancashire in 1789 so his father could establish a cotton and silk mill in the area. A studious child, Brotherton taught himself French, science, philosophy and shorthand, and joined his father’s business in 1802.


When his father died in 1809, Joseph took control of the mill. Ten years later, at the age of thirty-six, he decided he had made enough money to leave the business altogether – after all, cotton and silk had never been his true passion. In 1805 Brotherton had joined the Swedenborg Church, renamed the Bible Christian Church in 1809. The Nonconformist church encouraged its members to be vegetarians and teetotallers, which he and his wife strictly adhered to. In fact, she published Vegetable Cooking, thought to be the first ever vegetarian cookbook, in 1812, while he wrote On Abstinence from Intoxicating Liquors in 1821, which was the first teetotal tract published in Britain.


Despite becoming the deacon of the church in 1816, Brotherton had by that point found yet another passion. A year earlier he joined the Little Circle, a group of Nonconformist liberals based in Manchester. Formed by cotton merchant John Potter, the group included among its members Potter’s son Thomas, who would go on to become the first mayor of Manchester, parliamentary reformer Absalom Watkin and founder of the Manchester Guardian John Edward Taylor. 


Among other things, the group fought for a parliamentary inquiry into the Peterloo Massacre and for better representation for industrial cities like Manchester and Leeds in the House of Commons. Their efforts weren’t in vain; the Reform Act passed in 1832, and Brotherton was elected as Salford’s first ever MP. Understandably grateful, the constituency returned him five times, including twice unopposed. To be fair to him, he also was a dedicated MP: during his time on the green benches he campaigned for more factory regulation, a ten-hour working day, better working-class education and the expansion of local government. In line with his religious beliefs, he was one of the first ever MPs to speak against the death penalty and he also set up a select committee on the effects of alcohol on society. That other MPs referred to the latter as ‘the drunken committee’ shows how seriously the endeavour was taken in Parliament. Still, its impressively forward-thinking report from 1834 called for 


the establishment, by the joint aid of the government and the local authorities, and residents on the spot, of public walks and gardens, or open spaces for athletics and healthy exercises in the open air, in the immediate vicinity of every town, of an extent and character adapted to its population, and of district and parish libraries, museums and reading rooms, accessible at the lowest rate of charge.


It fell on deaf ears, unsurprisingly, but at least they tried. It is worth mentioning that Brotherton had some victories as well: in 1850 he was a supporter of the Public Libraries Bill, once again backing accessible education and calling libraries ‘the cheapest police that could be established’. Closer to home, he had been instrumental in helping Salford set up a library, an art gallery and a museum, becoming the first local authority to do so.


Brotherton also set up the Vegetarian Society in 1847, as well as vegetarian soup kitchens to deal with the city’s food shortages that same year, so it really isn’t hard to see why he was so popular in the area. In a bittersweet turn of events, he died from a sudden heart attack in 1857 and was buried in the Weaste cemetery, which he had campaigned to open. The funeral procession was two and a half miles long, and his interment was the first to take place there.


Edward Watkin (1819–1901)


MP for Great Yarmouth, 1857


MP for Stockport, 1864–8


MP for Hythe, 1874–95


If you are the sort of person who is, for some reason, incredibly fond of trains, you may have heard of Edward Watkin already. Born in Salford, his career started in his father’s mill business, then as a campaigner against the Corn Laws and co-founder of the Manchester Examiner.


In 1845 he became the secretary of the Trent Valley Railway, which marked the beginning of a lifelong obsession. In 1846 he became the assistant of the general manager of the London and North Western Railway, and in 1852 he went travelling around North America, then wrote a book about its railways. A year later he became general manager of the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway, and … well, you get the gist. 


In 1857 he entered Parliament as a Liberal MP, but despite his support for Manchester Liberalism he didn’t feel the need to always support the same party. Not content with Gladstone’s leadership, Watkin even flirted with taking the Conservative whip in 1880, and was at one point considered a Tory, a Liberal and an independent all at once. This was partly because he was a genuinely independently minded MP – he was against Irish Home Rule but in favour of giving women the vote, for example – but partly because there was only one thing he really cared about.


By 1881, Watkin had become the director of nine railway companies (including one in New York) and a trustee of a tenth. By that point his ambitions had also gone beyond mere railway tracks: in 1880 he had started work on a train tunnel under the Channel. Amusingly (though perhaps unsurprisingly), his plan wasn’t even to connect London to France; what he was aiming for was to directly connect Manchester to Paris.


The idea was a good one, and he was already on the board of Chemin de Fer du Nord, the French railway company his English trains would have been connected to. While his company started digging at Shakespeare Cliff near Folkestone, he went on a PR offensive to convince England’s elites that the idea was a good one. This probably explained why he took care never to attach himself too closely to one political party – as fellow MP Aretas Akers-Douglas once observed, ‘no one knew what his politics were, except that he had voted for anyone or anything to get support for his Channel Tunnel’.
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