



[image: images]












Praise for Robert Peel


‘Hurd’s Peel is a well-crafted, elegantly written biography that tells the reader a great deal . . . about the tensions of the modern Conservative movement’   Sunday Times


‘[This] finely judged biography . . . [Hurd] captures the strains and inescapable imperfections of public life, its burdens of responsibility, and, behind all the idiocy of image and spin, the dependence of the course of nations on the intelligence, the propriety, and the dignity with which it is conducted’   Spectator


‘A wonderfully readable life of a brave leader’   Mail on Sunday


‘A biography remarkably free of clutter. Hurd fuses grand themes with clear accounts of the passage of parliamentary bills. He always cuts to the chase . . . The book is rich in every respect. The production standards are fabulous – it is laced with luscious illustrations, and the front cover would grace any coffee table’   Scotsman


‘[This] fascinating, eminently readable biography . . . The reader is offered many an insight’   Economist


‘Hurd delivers a vivid and readable portrait of a semi-modern British titan. This biography is elegantly written, well researched and admirably sensible in its judgements’   New Statesman


‘This is intelligent, rich reading with a lovely droll tone’   Daily Express


‘The author has a good grasp of the period, he has done a great deal of homework, and he has shaped the story magnificently’   Daily Mail


‘A useful contribution to our understanding of this midwife to modern and post-modern policing’   Guardian


‘Douglas Hurd has produced an elegant account of one of this country’s finest leaders. Robert Peel reinvented the Conservative Party after a period of diasaster, and went on to achieve great things. My aim must be to learn from his success – and avoid his misfortunes’


David Cameron


‘This marvellous perceptive book   Tablet
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We liked to watch the portly figure of Dr Kitson Clark as, black gown swirling, he made his way across the Great Court of Trinity and disappeared up the staircase. During tutorials in his rooms on that staircase I first learned about Robert Peel, whose career Kitson Clark had already studied for more than twenty years. His first book on Peel, published in 1929, is a young man’s work, rich in florid phrases and ambitious analyses. By the time he taught me Kitson Clark had allowed the Cambridge air to mellow his views, but he was still a staunch supporter of Peel. As a shallow undergraduate politician, holding cavalier views to compensate for my sober style of life, I moved the other way. The savage wit of Disraeli as he tore into the Prime Minister and Peel’s pompous, defensive replies seemed to sum up the difference between a first-rate and a second-rate orator; I hardly looked beyond the oratory.


In a different mood I came back to Peel as Home Secretary in 1988. I was reminded that it would be decent to commemorate his birth two hundred years earlier. He was remembered by most people mainly as the founder of the London Metropolitan Police. But I read more widely, including the masterly biography in two volumes by Professor Norman Gash. From these Peel emerged as a man of government, indeed the first modern Prime Minister of Britain, who dedicated himself through ceaseless work and difficult decisions to the welfare of the whole nation. Disraeli wrote that Britain was two nations, the rich and the poor; but it was Peel who exerted himself to soften the difference and fuse us into One Nation. That phrase seemed to need emphasising in 1988, the high point in the reign of Margaret Thatcher, whose Government was often accused of divisiveness. I had no wish to put myself on a pedestal alongside Peel, but the Peel Society organised a dinner in the remaining fragment of Peel’s home outside Tamworth. I made a One Nation speech



praising the active citizen as a necessary counterpart of the free market. The Prime Minister complimented me on the speech, more I think because of some favourable headlines than because she had read and agreed with it.


Peel was indeed a man of government. He became a Minister as a young man of twenty-four and held office during twenty of the next thirty-four years. But the holding of office lodges no claim to greatness. For Peel, office was not an end in itself but an opportunity for action. His appetite for facts and figures was insatiable, and he was never content with what he found. But the changes he made were conservative in spirit. They were designed to protect the institutions and way of life in which he believed. The list is impressive. Peel founded the modern police, first in Ireland, then in London. He completely overhauled the criminal code, not so much in a humanitarian spirit as to bring order out of a system of cruel chaos. He reformed the revenue of the Church of England. He settled the crucial border between Canada and the United States, as part of a foreign policy which preferred reasoned diplomacy to noisy bluster. He established firm rules for the banking system. He removed the barriers which prevented Catholics from sitting in Parliament. In the new situation which followed the Great Reform Bill of 1832 he founded the modern Conservative Party. He provided it with its first election manifesto. He was the first Prime Minister to be chosen as the result of victory in a general election.


The list is long. There were few intervals of leisure. But alongside the burden of work Peel collected pictures, helped the arts and sciences, built two large houses, shot grouse and partridges, and married a beautiful wife to whom he was entirely devoted. Overarching all this stands the repeal of the Corn Laws and the lowering of tariffs across the whole range of imports. Peel moved slowly in this direction, until the Irish famine induced him to quicken his pace. The high drama which followed brought about his own downfall, and the fracturing of his party.


What drove this proud man forward into destruction? The answer was poverty. Peel was strongly moved by concern for what was the called ‘the condition of the people’, in particular distress in the industrial north. He became keenly and personally involved in the misery of the weaving town of Paisley. He was not alone; many others concerned themselves with poverty. The Chartists looked for an answer in radical political change.



Lord Shaftesbury pressed for social legislation to improve working conditions. Marx and Engels out of their research hatched the theories of Communism. Disraeli toyed with the romantic notions of Young England. But Peel was the man who acted. He worked out a clear analysis and remedy. The answer was to make food and other necessities cheaper for ordinary people, and above all for that great majority which did not have the vote. With them in mind he reduced the cost of living by cutting tariffs and eventually repealing the Corn Laws. Sweeping aside sectional interests, he argued and governed on behalf of the nation as a whole. The ideas owed much to others, but the action was Peel’s.


The results flow through into our own times and ways of thought. A hundred and fifty years is not an immense gap in the history of a nation. Some of the dilemmas with which Peel wrestled are with us today. The relationship between a leader and his party is defined and redefined in each generation, but never settled. Leaders of the Conservative Party have struggled to prevent the kind of split which destroyed Peel when he repealed the Corn Laws. Once I found myself warning that the Party might split on Europe as it had on the Corn Laws. The Conservative Party will always contain within its ranks those who in Peel’s time were called the Ultras – men, and now women too, who instinctively resist change and pine for a golden age that never was. Sometimes the Ultras are negative and vengeful, the sour Right. Sometimes they have the charm of Trollope’s favourite characters. Few Conservative leaders have in practice accepted their belief that government is just the dignified protection of the status quo. Peel challenged the Ultras in open conflict to achieve the changes he thought necessary. He succeeded in doing what he wanted, but in that process forfeited their further support; they no longer felt that he was one of them. Those, then and now, for whom party unity is the great prize and jewel of politics, believe that Peel deserved his eventual punishment. But he was using his skill and courage for a wider purpose.


Now the scene is shifting again. The question is not whether a political party can stay united, but whether political parties are any longer the acceptable vehicle for political thought and action. Today’s intelligent citizens remain deeply interested in political issues, but do not see why they have to be discussed in the raucous way normally adopted by political parties. They turn instead to pressure groups outside Parliament which offer a clear though narrow message. Supporters of Greenpeace or



Amnesty International or the World Development Movement would have felt at home in the Anti Corn Law League or O’Connell’s Catholic Association. But pressure groups cannot balance out the different arguments and interests; only Parliament and politicians can do that. Peel was the first to manage this in a modern context, at great cost to himself, and great benefit to his successors. His legacy has been crucial to the relative stability and success of our system.


Peel saw more clearly than any of his predecessors that Britain’s well-being depended on the success of industry and commerce operating freely. But the free enterprise system had to work in a way acceptable to the new electorate. This meant that government had to watch its operation carefully and be ready to act before any sore places became dangerously inflamed. The same line of thinking ran through the policies of two of his formidable successors, Gladstone and Thatcher. These three leaders wore different party labels and applied different specific policies. But each had enormous willpower and a similar clear vision – of a free enterprise system encouraged by government and yet modified when necessary in the interests of the nation as a whole.


The impact spread beyond the shores of Britain. Peel steered a firm economic course for Britain at a time when we were the world’s dominant economic power. He set the pace for universal free trade and free enterprise. No doubt regardless of Peel, the United States would one day have taken over that role and led the world towards a global free enterprise system. But because of Peel, Britain and the United States have worked with ups and downs on the same economic philosophy – to the benefit, I would argue, of the world as a whole. That is why Peel is one of the founders of globalisation.


Peel was loved by a few, disliked by many, respected by almost all. When he died he was mourned by thousands who normally took no interest in politics. In each generation the controversy swings to and fro about this strange man who decisively shaped our nation.











One


From Cotton to the Commons


[image: Images]


‘The only ancestry we care about is the shuttle’


Lady Henley, great-granddaughter of ‘Parsley’ Peel


‘Industria’


Peel family motto


‘Only think what a head he must have’


Peel’s Oxford contemporary, George Chinnery, on Peel’s Double First


For several days the November fog had lain thick on the Staffordshire countryside surrounding Drayton Manor. Sir Robert Peel, 1st Baronet, began his letter to his son by remarking on the weather. But he went on to serious matters, using phrases which must have been carefully prepared:


It will afford me much pleasure to hear from you that you have been introduced to your new Society and that you have a prospect of having rooms to your satisfaction … You have hitherto afforded me unspeakable pleasure in the manner you have conducted yourself, and I have no fears for the future. Your good sense will convince you of the importance of being distinguished among those with whom you live and study.1


In the autumn of 1809, when he received this letter, young Robert was, at the age of twenty-one, beginning to study law in London at Lincoln’s Inn. The Baronet phrased his letter to his son in terms of congratulation. But he would not have been human if he had not leant back in his chair, gazed out at the fog, and reflected that whatever his son’s future might



hold, up to that point the achievement had largely belonged to himself and his own father.


Two generations of steady work, sound judgement and adventurous exploitation of new technology brought the Peel family a long way from the small farm near Blackburn in Lancashire where the 1st Baronet’s father had grown up. He was known as Parsley Peel from one of his own experiments in pattern printing. Born in 1723, Parsley Peel had no special pretensions for himself. Over a long life he built the prosperity of his family but was content to remain a Lancashire cotton manufacturer. Through commercial acumen he mastered the processes of carding, spinning, weaving and printing. John Wesley met Parsley Peel in 1787 and was impressed, up to a point. ‘I was invited to breakfast at Bury by Mr Peel, a calico printer who a few years ago began with £500 and is now supposed to have gained £20,000. Oh, what a miracle if he lose not his own soul.’2 Whatever the state of his soul, his mills, warehouses and factories spread across Lancashire and later Staffordshire, and when he died in 1793 he left his family a substantial fortune of nearly £140,000.* In the last year of his life Parsley Peel pointed that family in a new direction when he obtained the grant of a coat of arms. There was no search for improbable ancestors. As one of his descendants remarked, ‘The only ancestry we care about is the shuttle.’ And the shuttle could be admired there on the coat of arms, clasped by a silver lion, accompanied by a golden bee and three bundles of arrows, all above the new family motto, Industria.3


This was social mobility indeed, of which Parsley Peel’s generation provides many examples. But the Peel story shows that it was hard-earned. The new technology, boldly embraced in Lancashire, meant that skilled workers lost their jobs and were replaced in the factories by unskilled men, women and children. Violence and rioting followed, machinery was destroyed; Parsley Peel moved most of his manufacturing out of Lancashire. The family learned to prize law and order as the prime political virtue, indeed the only guarantee of progress.


The existence of a coat of arms showed that with the old man’s blessing the next generation was moving sharply out of the social



surroundings which had satisfied Parsley Peel. His son Robert was still a mill-owner first and foremost. He married his partner’s daughter and the family wealth continued to grow. He employed about 15,000 work people. But he also bought and rebuilt a country house at Drayton, and in 1790 entered Parliament as Member for the nearby borough of Tamworth. He spoke seldom, always in support of Pitt and his successors, and became known as an expert on the cotton industry. ‘No minister’, he said of Pitt, ‘ever understood so well the commercial interests of the country. He knew that the true sources of its greatness lay in its productive industry.’4 He read widely and wrote a pamphlet on the National Debt. One year before income tax was invented he and his partners made a voluntary contribution of £10,000 to the Treasury. When Pitt created a supplementary militia to cope with the threatened French invasion, Robert Peel helped raise the necessary men in both Lancashire and Staffordshire. By these sizeable but conventional decisions he moved quietly but quickly up the English ladder, and accepted a baronetcy from Pitt in 1800.


The first Sir Robert emerges as a quiet, determined and honourable man, steady in his ways and opinions, loyal to his friends, family and country. His thinking was that of his time and class, harsh by our standards, but not static. Sir Robert brought pauper children from the London warehouses to work in his mills for twelve hours or more a day; but he was the first to see the need for legislation, and himself promoted the Factory Act in 1802 which limited the hours for children to twelve, and made provision at least in theory for clothing, education and conditions of work.


Sir Robert’s wife, Ellen, bore him eleven children in eighteen years. The eldest of these, also named Robert, was born in Bury, before the move south, on 5 February 1788. His mother’s natural liveliness and energy suddenly deserted her after the birth of her youngest daughter, and she died when Robert was fifteen. Sir Robert married again, but Peel was never close to his stepmother. The disappearance of his mother may have brought and kept him nearer to his father than would have been normal at the time. The letters between them are formal in the style of the day, but they show that each spent much time thinking with careful affection about the other. Old Sir Robert was ambitious for all his children, but particularly his eldest son.


Tall, handsome, with blue eyes and a touch of red in his hair from the



start, Robert Peel looked the part prepared for him. His education started early. At Bury until he was ten, Peel with his brother and two sisters was taught for two hours a day by the local curate. After the family’s move to Drayton, Peel was sent to a school run by the Reverend Francis Blick. He enjoyed the open-air pursuits which Drayton provided. He quickly found that he was an excellent shot, and throughout his life this was his favourite pastime. But Industria was a motto which had to be justified in each generation. His father made Peel repeat after church on Sunday the substance of each sermon, and learn by heart great chunks of eighteenth-century poetry. We can discount some of the stories about early predictions of greatness for Peel – such stories cluster round the childhood of many great men. But he emerges early as exceptionally hard-working and intelligent, more popular with adults than with contemporaries, a boy with a future.


Old Sir Robert was clear that this future should involve another swift move up the social ladder, this time to the top. Like Parsley Peel before him, Sir Robert was shrewdly content with what he had achieved for himself. He had won respect, but knew his limits. It was not for a cotton manufacturer to mingle with royal dukes, to gamble at Brooks’s, to govern India or Ireland, to make or destroy ministries. But there was no reason why the next Baronet should not aim as high as he pleased, provided the preparations were properly made. Sir Robert did not worry whether he himself was regarded as a gentleman; the title, Drayton Manor, the seat in Parliament, and 15,000 men, women and children at work were enough for him. But there should be no doubt about his eldest son, or indeed about any of his sons. All five should go to public schools. The Reverend Blick had not taught the art of composing Latin verse, an art unknown to Sir Robert but evidently essential for his sons on their upward march. The time had come to move on. After careful consideration Sir Robert sent his eldest son at the age of twelve to Harrow.


Harrow, like other public schools, was riding the crest of a wave in the first years of the nineteenth century. More parents could afford the fees of a boarding school, but this increased prosperity was not the only reason. Society was becoming less quirky, more competitive, better organised. The British Empire did not yet demand that yearly output of soldiers and district officers which, in the second half of the century, sustained the traditional public schools and created many new ones. But



the British aristocracy increasingly recognised that the private tutor, the local rector and the gamekeeper might not be adequate guides to launch their offspring into this new and more complicated world. The rising men of business saw the same point from a different angle, and sent their sons to mingle with young ragamuffins who would one day be dukes.


In 1793–5 Harrow had 120 boys, ten years later (when Peel went) more than 300. In picking out Harrow, Sir Robert was probably swayed by the high reputation of the Headmaster, Joseph Drury, who had by then reigned for nearly twenty years. Unlike Keate at Eton, who flogged mercilessly, Drury treated pupils with patience and consideration. He devolved discipline onto others, confining himself to gentle reprimands. His pompous style of teaching was not based on deep scholarship, and Harrow had no high reputation in the universities for learning. Drury excelled in the rather different art of attracting to Harrow the children of the great, and equipping them to keep or even improve their places on the social ladder. In 1803 the school contained one actual and three future dukes, a future marquess, two actual and five future earls and viscounts, four lords, twenty-one honourables and four baronets. But the acquisition of titled teenagers was not Drury’s main achievement. Between August 1827 and October 1865 there were only three brief periods when an Old Harrovian was not either Prime Minister or Foreign Secretary.5 The young noblemen from Harrow somehow learned to succeed in a world where merit had begun to compete with birth as a qualification for high office.**


The teaching at Harrow was almost entirely concerned with Latin and Greek. Outside the classroom there was time and some encouragement to read more widely and to learn other subjects, but knowledge of the classical languages and literature lay at the heart of a good education. Peel carried through life a wide acquaintance with Virgil, Homer and the like. More important was his mastery of the techniques which a classical education developed. These included a prodigious memory and an ability to muster arguments quickly, forcefully and in good order. The boy who could be found helping laggard friends compose their urgently needed



exercises became the man who astonished the House of Commons hour after hour with his control of complicated facts and arguments.


Oratory was part of the classical curriculum. On Speech Day in July 1804, Peel acted part of Virgil’s Aeneid. He took the role of Turnus, the feared enemy of Aeneas and the Trojans, while King Latinus was played by a lame younger boy called Byron. Byron was closer to Peel’s younger brother. He wrote later that Peel was a better scholar than himself, but not so well grounded in history and general information. Peel was never a great orator. He often went on too long, and rarely sparkled. But he was never obscure or confused. Mastery of substance, clarity of presentation, self-confidence in private and public argument were talents he acquired and sharpened at Harrow.


Beneath the genial surface of Mr Drury’s rule and the tranquil surroundings of church and village, there was another Harrow, tense, chaotic and sometimes violent. The boys were crowded together in the school itself and bullying was left unchecked. Palmerston, Peel’s contemporary and later political rival, wrote in 1798 that the school was awash with swearing and fighting and claimed that heavy drinking was ‘fashionable at present’.6 Peel was beaten in his first year for refusing to fag for an older boy. But boys could roam the surrounding countryside following their own desires. Though cricket and football were played, there was nothing like the later structure of organised team games. Peel was strong, intelligent and by instinct law-abiding. Unlike Byron, he rarely got into trouble, but quietly developed the talents which he had brought with him from Drayton. With his closest friend Robert Anstruther he kept a gun secretly in a nearby cottage. The two boys used to beat the hedgerows for small birds, and carry back any trophies to school, pretending they had been brought down by a stone.


Most Victorians looked back on their schooldays with sentimental affection. Only Lord Salisbury was so miserable that in later life he used to cross the street to avoid former Eton schoolfellows. The Harrow songs are full of sentimentality, made palatable by splendid tunes. That was not Peel’s style. He told a friend who asked for advice that he had misspent his time at Harrow and hoped it was now better conducted. But there is no evidence that while he was there he disliked a school which, though not academically brilliant, gave him the confidence he needed.


Peel anticipated modern fashion by taking a nine-month gap between



school and university. But he had already begun to organise his life with rigorous regard for the future. At Drayton, two hours a day were allotted for shooting with his brother William. He studied at his desk behind a tag from Horace, ‘nocturna versate manu, versate diurna’ – work by night, work by day. He had plenty to do. Oxford required a knowledge of mathematics for success, which Harrow had not even begun to provide. It was typical of his father that once he grasped the need he engaged a senior wrangler from Cambridge to coach Peel at Drayton.7


Peel went up to Christ Church, the leading Oxford college, in October 1805, the month when Nelson at Trafalgar finally removed the fear of a French invasion. The University of Oxford had already begun to stir out of the comfortable lethargy of the eighteenth century that had provoked Gibbon to criticise his teachers and their ‘dull and deep potations’. As happens once educationalists develop a taste for reform, new systems tumbled over each other in some confusion. Peel entered the university under the regulations of 1800 but at the end of his time was examined under those of 1807. Greek and Latin still dominated the teaching, and Peel’s classical reading list was formidable; but there was now to be a separate School of mathematics and physics. Peel set himself to tackle both Classics and these new subjects.


At first he did not allow academic ambition to cramp the rest of his life. He played cricket, rowed on the river, dressed well but not extravagantly, joined in the occasional practical joke, and made a host of friends. But as the final examination approached the time available for pleasure was swallowed up in work.


He was urged on by two formidable Christ Church figures. Cyril Jackson, Dean of the College since 1783, had spotted Peel as one of a rare breed, the Harrovian scholar, and began to press him forward. He developed a closer relationship with his tutor, Charles Lloyd, later Regius Professor of Divinity. Peel wrote a huge number of letters in his life. Dipping into them, I have become used to the formal style, elaborate though (unlike Gladstone) never obscure, in which Peel usually expressed himself. But to a small number of correspondents he wrote with a direct frankness born of personal intimacy. Charles Lloyd was the first of these.


The examination for the two Schools (Classics comprised one School; maths and physics the other) would take place in public on the same day in November 1808. Peel had set himself to obtain honours in both



schools. He realised, perhaps further in advance than most students of any generation, how much hard work this would involve. Through his life, Peel often complained about hard work, but always enjoyed it. He particularly relished the task of organising the work in an orderly framework and setting out its results in logical order. He studied tirelessly during the summer term, for five weeks during the summer vacation, and then for up to eighteen hours a day during the last term before Schools.8


But out of inexperience he misjudged himself. Short of sleep and exercise, he lost his nerve. He wrote to his father suggesting that he withdraw from the examination since he was convinced he could not succeed. Once again Sir Robert, dealing with matters of which he had no personal experience, supported his son as a friend and encouraged him to proceed. Peel regained his nerve, and went forward to the examination, having very sensibly played tennis the day before.9


The examination was oral, and held in public. Because of his high reputation, the Examination Schools were crowded. The strain on Peel must have been tremendous. As one eyewitness wrote to his old tutor at Harrow, ‘The crowd that went to hear him resembled more the assembly of a public theatre than that attending a scholastic examination, and it was hard to decide which seemed more diffident of entering upon the business, the examiners or the examined.’ The examiners began with Divinity, and then went on to Aristotle, but Peel’s answers were ‘so comprehensive that they passed quickly to Sophocles, Aeschylus, Pindar and Lucretius’. His construing was so perfect that ‘it seemed as if the whole assembly was actuated with one sentiment of applause’.10


Another eyewitness, George Chinnery, wrote to his mother:


I among the rest of our Christ Church men went to hear Peel’s examination yesterday, which even all the Out-College men confessed to be the most splendid thing they ever heard. He was equally perfect in Divinity, Ethics, Logic, Classics and Mathematics, and in each of these he was superior to any man who has yet appeared in the Schools … The Schools were as full as they could hold. Only think what a head he must have, not to have been puzzled in a single question, and to have rendered himself so completely master of every single thing in which he was examined … He asked me to breakfast this morning and I went out with him and nine other men for a long walk.11 †




What Peel achieved in 1808 was a Double First in the true sense: a First Class degree gained simultaneously in both the two Schools then existing. He was the first to achieve this feat, and the event was long remembered. His was an extraordinary performance, particularly given the imperfect grounding he had received at Harrow. Peel carried himself modestly at this time. He did not yet feel the need for defensive boasting which came to him later in life. But the outcome must have given him huge satisfaction, and more important, the underlying confidence in his own abilities which is a condition of success in politics. When Sir Robert wrote that letter to his son a year later, stressing that he had ‘hitherto afforded me unspeakable pleasure’, he must have cast his mind back in particular to the amazing scene in the Examination Schools at Oxford.


Being a man of action Sir Robert had already prepared the next steps. Law and politics could be careers run in tandem. Earlier in 1809 he had saluted his son’s coming of age by arranging for him to be elected to the House of Commons at a by-election for Cashel in County Tipperary. He had spoken a word in the ear of the Chief Secretary for Ireland, who passed that word down the line. No doubt money was spent, the two dozen electors saw their duty, and the great reformer of the nineteenth century began his parliamentary career by representing a corrupt Irish borough.





* Throughout I give sums of money their value at the time. When Peel became Prime Minister in 1841 £1 was worth the equivalent of about £40 today.


** Eton has produced more Prime Ministers but scattered over a longer period. Harrow lists her Prime Ministers on the programme of the annual festival of Harrow Songs. Speaking at this occasion I commented that it must be convenient for Harrow to be able to print all its Prime Ministers on one page. This very Etonian remark was received with hisses.


† Young Mr Chinnery was warding off a complaint of idleness from his mother by stressing his friendship with this paragon.











Two


Not a Timid Man
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‘Be assured that I shall pursue you, as long as I live, with a jealous and watchful eye. Woe be to you if you fail me.’


Dr Cyril Jackson, Dean of Christ Church, to Peel, 1810


‘In Glasgow I hired a humble but faithful steed and I traversed, partly on horseback and partly on foot, the best part of the country which lies to the southward of Inverness’


Robert Peel on travelling in the summer of 1809


In 1809 Peel entered the House of Commons at the age of twenty-one. Britain had been at war with France for sixteen years, with one interval of a few months. After the collapse of the Treaty of Amiens in 1803 the country returned almost with a sense of relief to what seemed its normal state, namely war with France.


Yet by 1809 each side despaired of knocking out the other. Four years earlier, the victory at Trafalgar had destroyed Napoleon’s hope of invading Britain. For her part Britain had encouraged and financed coalitions of Continental powers to resist France, only to see these repeatedly routed. In 1809 the Austrians were again beaten at Wagram and Napoleon summoned their Emperor’s daughter to his marriage bed as a trophy of war. In the same year British expeditions were twice forced to retreat from the Continent, Sir John Moore gloriously from Corunna, the Duke of York ingloriously from the Dutch island of Walcheren. The newest General, Arthur Wellesley, and his Spanish allies beat the French at Talavera in July. Wellesley as a result became the Duke of Wellington; but British losses were heavy, the French rallied, and once again forced the British back into Portugal.


Each side, without hope of sudden victory, tried to wear the other



down by economic blockade. The result was hardship, but in neither case starvation or the disruption which might cripple its ability to fight.


By 1809 Britain had run out of heroic figures. King George III was relapsing once more into madness; his heir, who became Prince Regent in 1810, was sensationally unpopular. Nelson rested in St Paul’s Cathedral. Wellington was not yet a full-blooded hero. Most important of all was the death of Pitt. He contained in one frail body the contrasting characteristics shown by Chamberlain and Churchill in the Second World War. Like Chamberlain, he was happiest with detailed statistics and proposals for fiscal reform, avoiding war as long as he possibly could. Like Churchill, once war began he found the willpower which gave energy and determination to the nation. Unlike Churchill, he had no zest for military matters, and the defeats which he suffered did not call from him any great exclamations of heroism. But Pitt was honest, highly intelligent, and he stuck it out. He became, as Canning wrote, the pilot who weathered the storm.


But in 1809 the pilot was dead and the storm still blowing. The Tories, followers of Pitt, limped back into power. The Duke of Portland, ill and anxious, yielded the premiership to Spencer Perceval. The new Prime Minister began to show competence and courage, but the political scene remained clouded. The Government contained two men of outstanding ability, Canning at the Foreign Office and Castlereagh at the War Department. Unfortunately they were incapable of working together. Canning intrigued for Castlereagh’s dismissal. Castlereagh discovered this and the two men fought a duel on Putney Heath, from which both emerged with damaged reputations and Canning with a flesh wound in his thigh. Tired of opposition, the Whigs hoped that their old friend the Prince of Wales, once he wielded the power of the Crown as Prince Regent because of his father’s madness, would contrive to give them office. Ever inconsistent, he let them down.


Gossips hovered like dragonflies over the surface. For these the excitement of 1809 was the allegation that Mrs Clarke, the mistress of the Duke of York, had been involved in selling Army commissions. Indeed all the King’s sons were unsatisfactory, though in a variety of ways which kept the gossips busy.


The substantial issue of politics was the conduct of the war against Napoleon. But serious men knew of another struggle at home, rarely debated in the open at this time, but too dangerous to be ignored.




The French Revolution in its first years had attracted wide support in Britain. It seemed at first that the French, as usual over-dramatic and in a hurry, were attempting in a year or two the splendid process which in Britain had needed a century and a half of evolution, including the Glorious Revolution of 1688. Fox proclaimed his enthusiasm for the French Revolution; Paine declared the Rights of Man; Wordsworth found it bliss to be alive. Burke was the first thinker to draw the contrast between gradual reform in Britain and violent revolution in France. When he published his passionate Reflections denouncing the French Revolution they seemed exaggerated. But for most of Britain the guillotining of Louis XVI in January 1793 proved Burke’s point. In theatres across the land, audiences and performers joined night by night in singing ‘God Save the King’.* Others continued to nurse the revolutionary hope. It was not easy to recognise the Emperor Napoleon as the embodiment of the Rights of Man; but it was also hard to see the Prince Regent and the British aristocracy as valid examples of a thriving constitution dedicated to enlightenment, freedom and toleration.


Political unrest in a country without a police force was a nightmare. During the nineteenth century the British built up to their own satisfaction the legend of themselves as a moderate law-abiding nation. That was not how men like old Sir Robert Peel or his son saw their fellow countrymen in 1809. The London mob was famous throughout Europe for its sudden violent eruptions. The destructiveness of the Gordon Riots of 1780 was within living memory. In 1810 the descendants of the same mob rioted for four days in support of the radical MP Sir Francis Burdett, smashing windows and putting up barricades in Piccadilly.1


To political discontent were added the inevitable hardships of a rapid industrial revolution, intensified by the damage done to trade by Napoleon’s economic decrees against Britain’s trade with the Continent. Exports and manufacturing output fell, thousands lost their jobs, angry and frustrated men destroyed machinery. Those in charge closed ranks. Pitt, who had begun as a reformer, clamped down on dissent. The wartime measures taken against radical speech and action set the tone for three decades. Manufacturers like Sir Robert Peel and his son saw the maintenance of order as by far the most important task of government. They were protecting



their own mills and the farms of their tenants, but also the institutions of their country. Their logic was simple. The government had the duty to protect property because the right to hold property without arbitrary interference was one of the inherited liberties of an Englishman. The destructive horrors in France showed what happened once this principle was lost. The French King and nobles had tried to compromise and as a result lost their heads to the guillotine. The courage of Britain’s fleets and armies had to be matched by determination at home. Far from the minds of most Members of Parliament in 1809 was the thought that another duty of government was to improve the condition of the people.


Peel was silent during his first few months in the Commons, but watchful eyes had already noticed him. Then as now the Sovereign opened each session of Parliament with a speech setting out the Government’s programme. Then as now two backbench supporters of the Government were chosen by the Prime Minister to move an address of thanks for the speech. In 1810 the Prime Minister, Spencer Perceval, chose Peel as the second of these speakers. Peel spoke for forty minutes, twice as long as would now be acceptable. Maiden speeches rarely contain much exciting substance, and Peel’s was no exception. He defended in detail the Government’s handling of the war and praised British commerce for finding new markets to replace those blocked by Napoleon.2


Interested observers were watching the style rather than the substance and were greatly pleased. Foremost of course was his father, sitting in the gallery opposite, tears rolling down his cheeks as he listened to the cheers when Peel sat down. Sir Robert wrote to an old friend, ‘You will be pleased to hear that my son’s first speech was judged to be, by men the best qualified to form a correct opinion of public speaking, the best first speech since that of Mr Pitt.’3 In those years that was the comparison in everyone’s mind. The diarist Creevey wrote, ‘Peel … made a capital figure for a first speech. I think it was a prepared speech, but it was a most produceable Pittish performance, both in matter and manner.’4 **




One difference from Pitt was Peel’s Staffordshire accent, traces of which remained with him through his life. Regional accents were much more common in the unreformed Parliament than in these ostensibly democratic days, but snobs noticed. Lord Campbell once tartly remarked: ‘Peel can always be sure of an “H” when it comes at the beginning of a word, but he is by no means sure when it comes in the middle.’5 During his early years in the House of Commons Peel’s nickname was Spinning Jenny, in mockery of his industrial background.


Old Cyril Jackson, now retired as Dean of Christ Church, was delighted by this first speech. He had received half a dozen letters praising Peel and wrote to him: ‘I do therefore most graciously condescend to tell you that I am very much pleased – more than I thought I could be with anything of the sort – and if I had you here I would feed you with ling and cranberry tart.’ Dr Jackson had no doubt of the key to Peel’s future success. The old Dean urged the continual reading of Homer, who ‘alone of mortal men thoroughly understands the human mind’. Peel should read him over four or five times every year, and let no day pass without having him in his hands.6


Regardless of their knowledge of Homer, Ministers were in deep trouble over the failure of the expedition to Walcheren. The military and naval leaders quarrelled in public; the opposition moved a vote of censure which the Commons debated over five days. Two months after his maiden speech Peel spoke on the fourth night, 30 March 1810, concentrating on the diplomatic need to help Austria rather than the disastrous military details. This was a shorter, less ornate speech, but Dr Jackson was even better pleased. It was clear that his former pupil had been reading Homer. Only one conclusion remained: ‘Work very hard and unremittingly. Only retain which is essential, your former temperance and exercise, and your aversion to mere lounge, and then you will have abundant time both for hard work and company, which last is as necessary to your future situation as even the hard work I speak of, as much is to be got from it. Be assured that I shall pursue you, as long as I live, with a jealous and watchful eye. Woe be to you if you fail me.’7


Within months of entering Parliament Peel was thus established as a promising backbencher. Party lines were less firmly drawn than today, but his support for Spencer Perceval’s Government was clear enough. The next question was whether and when he would be offered a place in that



Government. Dr Jackson thought he should wait for something really worthwhile. His father had already dropped a hint to the Prime Minister. When writing to thank him for giving Peel the opportunity of moving the address he added, ‘If my son has the good fortune to be honoured with your confidence I flatter myself he will be found deserving of the trust reposed in him. He possesses capacity, industry and virtuous habits; and under the guidance of a judicious and well-informed friend, he may become a useful member of society.’8


The offer came from Lord Liverpool who, as Secretary of State for War and Colonies, invited Peel in June 1810 to serve as one of the two Under Secretaries. Sir Robert was delighted.


Hidden among the mountains of papers on Peel is a note from Lord Bathurst recalling this moment in 1810. Peel had told him that he was reluctant to accept office so soon. He fully supported the Government on foreign and defence matters, but there were domestic issues which he had not had time to think about. He would have preferred to remain independent for longer before committing himself. He had only accepted Lord Liverpool’s offer because his father pressed him to do so. There is no reason to doubt this story. Peel was naturally cautious, and there were cross-currents of domestic policy, particularly on Catholic Emancipation, which he had not yet navigated. But he owed everything so far in his life to his father, and if Sir Robert advised him to take the bird in hand, he was not ready to disagree.9 †


Lord Liverpool gave Peel his first taste of an experience which he came to relish more than any other in politics, namely the hard grind of departmental work. Under the British system a junior Minister benefits hugely from apprenticeship under an experienced senior Secretary of State who is prepared to delegate but in the end takes responsibility. The Department of War and Colonies covered a vast field of action by a country at war. To Peel was delegated much of the routine work on



colonial matters. When Liverpool or his fellow Under Secretary was away Peel moved closer to military matters, in particular the equipping of Wellington for his successful defence of Portugal against Napoleon’s Marshals. The opposition became impatient at the slow progress of the war, which Peel defended warmly and to good effect.10


So much for the hard work. By providing Peel with a small home next to his own off Whitehall, Lord Liverpool made it easy for him to follow the other half of Dean Jackson’s advice and entertain company. Even as early as this Peel became well known for his dinner parties with a strong political flavour. Professor Gash gives an attractive description of the young Peel:


[He] presented to the outward observer an enviable combination of good looks, good clothes, wealth and talent … He was still very much the Oxonian in society, attentive to dress and following the fashion. It was still modish to wear powder at dinner or in the evening, and this custom, which concealed the reddish colour of his hair, and suited his complexion, became him very well. With good features, a pleasant smile, a well formed head, and a countenance which when animated took on a certain fire and expressiveness, he was an extremely presentable person … To these physical graces were added a sense of fun, a keen eye for absurdities and a quiet, slightly malicious relish in exposing them.11


As Peel’s reputation grew, so did the number of his friends. It was an unclouded start to what seemed to all a highly promising career. What was lacking so far was any direct exposure to dangers and difficulties. He had made none but obvious choices. The House of Commons, the Departmental work under the guidance of Lord Liverpool, the dinner parties at Fife House, his father’s watchful affection, his holidays at Drayton were fine so far as they went; the real work was yet to begin.


It was probably during the parliamentary recess of 1809 that Peel took a holiday alone in Scotland. Many years later he described this expedition memorably at a dinner in Glasgow:


I wished to see something more of Scotland than I could have seen by hasty glimpses from a luxurious postchaise. I wanted to see other



habitudes and manners of life beside those which the magnificent castles and hospitable mansions of the nobles of the land might present … Yes, in Glasgow I hired a humble but faithful steed and I traversed, partly on horseback and partly on foot, the best part of the country which lies to the southward of Inverness … Many a day have I climbed the mountain side with no other companion than a highland shepherd. Many an hour have I passed with him, listening to his simple annals and his artless views of human life. Such was the intercourse which taught me to admire the proud and independent spirit, chastened and softened by a natural courtesy. I have seen him with intelligence apparently above his condition, but with intelligence that taught him patience under his privations, confidence in his own exertion, submission to the law, loyalty to the King (cheers) and reverence for his God.12


On the afternoon of 11 May 1812 the Prime Minister, Spencer Perceval, was shot dead in the lobby of the House of Commons. The assassin, John Bellingham, was a commercial agent indignant at the ruin which the war had inflicted on his business.


Perceval had been building a reputation for steadiness and competence among those who knew him. Had he lived he might have pulled the Tory Party together and finished the war in a style worthy of Pitt. His death revealed again the gulf between the narrow political world of London and the country outside. Wilberforce describes the state of the West Riding of Yorkshire at this time as ‘dreadful – next to rebellion, smouldering rebellion’. The London mob cheered Bellingham loudly on his way to Newgate Prison.13 Political rivalries delayed the formation of a new government for three weeks. Wellington’s brother, Lord Wellesley, tried his hand. The Prince Regent put on a first display of that indignant vacillation which was his main contribution to affairs of State over the next eighteen years. Finally the lot fell on Lord Liverpool, with momentous consequence for his Under Secretary Robert Peel.


Lord Liverpool continued as Prime Minister for fifteen years without interruption. He persevered through the last years of the war, through the excitement of victory and the disillusionment of peace, through great economic hardship to the beginnings of a more solid prosperity. In such stormy times one might think that the Prime Minister would need



dramatic qualities of leadership, up to the level of Pitt or Churchill or at least Palmerston or Lloyd George. Lord Liverpool possessed no such qualities. In his novel Coningsby, Disraeli described him as the Arch-Mediocrity. He looked awkward and untidy, suffered from poor health, was increasingly irritable, and often broke down in tears.


Two qualities kept him going: he was a competent administrator and everyone trusted him. By 1812 he had just shown that competence as Secretary of State for War. It was easy to cheer British victories in Spain; it did not follow that everyone would help build and supply Wellington’s armies. That was Liverpool’s task, which he had carried out with determination and success. By the time he left the War Office he had increased the British Army in the Peninsula from 33,000 to 48,000 men. He was trusted by all, partly because, unlike Canning, he showed no particular desire to shine. Quietly as Prime Minister after 1812 he supervised the main branches of government and was the dominant influence in the slow liberalisation of economic policy. More gifted and more ambitious men rose and fell during his premiership.14 They shaped and reshaped the map of Europe, quarrelled, made memorable speeches, suffered dramatic mishaps. Their chief, Lord Liverpool, did none of these things. He survived; he was indispensable.


The Government badly needed reinforcement in the Commons now that the Prime Minister was in the Lords. Liverpool wrote to Wellington in Spain that the fate of the Government would depend on its young supporters in the Commons. If a new Pitt would arise among them he would willingly resign the Government into his hands.15 Events moved much more slowly. It was necessary to find a new Chief Secretary for Ireland to serve under the Lord-Lieutenant, the Duke of Richmond. There was much manoeuvring. The Duke was anxious to have a colleague who shared his robust Protestant views. In the political parlance of the day ‘Protestant’ and ‘Catholic’ did not refer to personal faith but to a man’s views on lifting the barriers which prevented Catholics achieving high office or entering the House of Commons.


‘Pray don’t let them send me a Catholic or a timid man,’ Richmond wrote to Lord Bathurst on 12 June.16 When he was told that Peel was to be appointed he was cross that he had not been properly consulted. The Prime Minister hastened to reassure him: ‘I can speak with more confidence of Mr Peel than I could of most persons to whom such an office



might be offered. He has been under me in the Secretary of State’s office for two years and has acquired all the necessary habits of official business. He has a particularly good temper and great frankness and openness of manners, which I know are particularly desirable on your side of the water.’ On 1 September 1812 Peel arrived in Dublin to take up his new office. Nothing in his education, early career, Scottish travels or in the works of Homer could have prepared the twenty-four-year-old for the world he now entered.





* A political song which had lain dormant for forty years was quickly promoted to be the National Anthem.


** In researching his William Pitt the Younger, William Hague came across a copy of the first biography of Pitt which had Robert Peel’s stamp and coat of arms inside it. Peel had clearly prized this possession and proudly placed his own coat of arms at the front. The life of Pitt was a model and benchmark for all aspiring politicians, and Peel would have been well aware of the example held up before him.


† Years later Guizot, senior French statesman, recorded in his book on Peel that Sir Robert wrote to Lord Liverpool in 1809 advising that his son had Whiggish instincts which could best be countered by giving him early office. Though his views were not fully formed, Peel’s instincts at this time were Tory. A suggested variation that Sir Robert might have written in this way after 1818, when his son was out of office for four years, equally lacks supporting evidence. This seems a clear case of history being written backwards.











Three


Orange Peel
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‘I believe an honest despotic government would be by far the fittest government for Ireland’


Peel to Gregory, 1816


‘In Ireland the man of blood is not secret; and neither the law of his country, nor his own conscience have any terrors for him’


Peel in the House of Commons, 1 March 1833


‘The packet was full of passengers. The men were all sick and the women and children thought they were going to the bottom, and filled up the intervals of sickness with a chorus of lamentation and cries of “Steward, are we sinking?”’


Peel to Croker, 1815


Dublin in 1812 was beginning to look a little drab. Only a little, because the streets and squares which make the city a masterpiece of Georgian architecture were still new. The Lord-Lieutenant ruled Ireland from the Castle, lubricating his use of the Crown’s authority with patronage and abundant hospitality. The present incumbent, the Duke of Richmond, was particularly noted for generous entertainment. Peel, though himself no enemy of dinner parties, worried that by Dublin standards he was not up to the mark in enthusiasm for port and the many toasts which accompanied it.


For Dublin the moment of greatest glory had passed. Ireland over-flowed with discontent. Hopes of peaceful progress were evaporating. During Pitt’s premiership there had at first been bright moments, when his own reforming instincts coincided with the aims of moderates in the Irish Parliament. For a few years the eloquence of Henry Grattan in that



Parliament gave impetus to the reforming tendency, but beneath the surface fundamentals were going wrong. Ireland was not following England in the turbulent but enriching experience of the Industrial Revolution. Dublin and Belfast were the only centres of new industry. The rest of Ireland stayed within an agricultural system dominated by English landlords, and the cultivation by their tenants of one particular crop. The formidable productivity of the potato enabled the average tenant to keep his many children reasonably fed from the output of even a tiny holding. But as the population grew, so did emigration with its inevitable bitterness and heartache. The children who stayed were before long to pay a heavy price for dependence on the potato.


Yet the heart of the difficulty was not economic but political. Britain and Ireland were growing apart. The facts of history were damaging enough to any hopes of lasting reconciliation. The myths which were multiplying round that history led most of the Irish to believe in separation from England as their rightful ambition. This was the age of Thomas Moore and his Irish Melodies.




Let Erin remember the days of old


Ere her faithless sons betrayed her; …


Ere the emerald gem of the Western World,


Was set in the crown of a stranger





So Lord-Lieutenants came and went on behalf of the Crown, the best being those with the fewest Irish relatives and Irish friends asking for favours. Politicians as always wrote pamphlets and mulled over proposals for bettering the condition of Ireland. In Dublin the educated Irishman saw the bustle of the red-coated English soldiers and sadly recalled the misty past when Ireland had ruled herself in glory. Most tenants in the countryside resented the harshness or the neglect of their absent English landlords, and were forced to pay tithes to the Protestant Church of Ireland whose doctrines, as good Catholics, they rejected as heretical.


The last and fatal outbreak of violence had been suppressed in 1798. The 1798 rising was fatal, not because it posed a real threat to British rule, but because it was linked with a French attempt to invade. The French made a hash of their intervention, but the damage was done. There would be no more talk in London or Dublin of reforms or greater



self-government for Ireland once Irish rebels were seen as part of Napoleon’s effort to invade and conquer Britain. In 1801 Pitt secured the abolition of the Irish Parliament and the Union of Ireland with England, Scotland and Wales. The task of persuading the Irish Parliament to vote for its own dissolution fell to the young Lord Castlereagh. He used to the full the instruments of threat and promise which were normal for governments at the time. Both he and Pitt genuinely believed that they were doing Ireland a service by yoking her indissolubly with her larger neighbour; the Union would make possible better government and wider prosperity. The United Kingdom came into existence.


By 1812 the new Union Jack in its present form, with the Irish cross of St Patrick amalgamated with those of St Andrew and St George, was a familiar sight over Dublin Castle. The initial hubbub of protesting Dublin crowds had died down, and by the time Peel arrived as Chief Secretary the Union seemed an accepted fact. But one piece of business which Pitt and Castlereagh planned had never been accomplished. Every man, Catholic or Protestant, who registered in an Irish county and enjoyed a modest level of prosperity (the forty-shilling freehold) had the vote, which they could now use under the Union to send 100 Irish Members to Westminster. But none of those Members could be Catholic. Qualified Catholics could vote, but not elect Catholics. Pitt and Castlereagh believed this to be untenable, and there had been wide agreement in London that these and other discriminatory rules should be abolished once the Union was in place. But in 1801 King George III had violently objected, inconveniently remembering his Protestant Coronation Oath. Pitt, ill and exhausted, had resigned at once and the expected reform was postponed indefinitely. For nearly thirty years the issue of Catholic Emancipation was the running sore of British politics, dividing families and parties, arousing passions beyond its actual importance, frustrating coherent government and distorting individual careers, not least that of Chief Secretaries such as Robert Peel.


Peel, like any ambitious Minister, was keen to keep open his existing direct line of communication with the Prime Minister. He was a little too quick to analyse the state of Ireland within a fortnight of his arrival in a country in which he had never before set foot. He wrote to Lord Liverpool on 14 September 1812 describing ‘the extraordinary tranquillity of this country in every part of it. Even this state of quiet however does



not satisfy the very loyal, and I was told that they would greatly prefer a little agitation in so dead a calm.’1 Peel had not yet understood an unwritten law for British Ministers in Ireland: they should be careful not to appear satisfied with the calm state of the country since it is then likely to change sharply for the worse. But he had quickly grasped another truth, that those most loyal to the Government liked a little agitation to justify their own anxieties and prejudices. Peel arrived in Ireland well prepared, at least in theory. He had already learned that thorough preparation, however tedious, is a necessary art of government. On a high shelf in one of the corridors of the House of Lords stand bound volumes of over a thousand pamphlets on Irish affairs from the years before 1812, with a note saying that these had been assembled for the use of Robert Peel on his appointment as Chief Secretary.


The Prime Minister himself disrupted the calm of Peel’s first weeks in Ireland. Lord Liverpool decided to call a general election throughout the United Kingdom. The harvest was good, and Wellington’s war in Spain had taken a decisive turn for the better. Liverpool could reasonably hope to increase his majority in the Commons. His decision threw an exceptional burden on his Chief Secretary for Ireland. Elections in Ireland have rarely been innocent and straightforward affairs. After the Union they had become much more important in political life as a whole. No longer was it a matter of choosing Members for an Irish Parliament with limited powers. One hundred Irish Members of Parliament now sat at Westminster. Their support could be crucial to the survival of the Government. How would they turn out? Notional party labels were not much use in reading these hundred Irish riddles. Far more important was personal influence, often amounting to virtual ownership in the different counties and boroughs. To the magnates concerned this influence was a cashable asset, a factor in their relationship with Government in London and Dublin to be withheld or bestowed by calculation of personal advantage. To be sure, there were issues to be debated, for example the conduct of the war, the rules of trade between Ireland and Britain, the legislation against disorder. But it would have been thought bizarre, in Ireland even more than in Britain, that differences of opinion on political issues should decide an election. These were matters to be discussed and decided by King, Government and Parliament afterwards; they should not get in the way of the reconciliation of interests, the balancing of



advantages, the settlement of old debts and old scores, which were involved in the choice of fit persons to sit in Parliament.


The Lord-Lieutenant was the head of the Government of Ireland, and the fountain from which honours and patronage flowed. But as Chief Secretary Peel was expected to do the hard work, constituency by constituency. Lord Liverpool set out his general requirement: ‘You will of course send us all the information you may obtain and make every exertion which can be safely made for the support and assistance of our friends.’2 There was a certain opaqueness about the Prime Minister’s prose, and for good reason. Three years earlier Parliament had passed an Act forbidding the sale of parliamentary seats for cash. Peel explained to a friend the consequence for his own work in a letter dated 1 October 1812: ‘I am placed in a delicate situation enough here, bound to secure the Government interests if possible from dilapidation, but still more bound to faint with horror at the mention of money transactions, to threaten the unfortunate culprits with impeachment if they hint at an impure return, and yet to prevent those strongholds at Cashel, Mallow and Tralee from surrendering to the enemies who besiege them.’3


Cashel in County Tipperary was Peel’s own seat. What had become a convenience when his father bought it for him was now a liability. The Government had decided that its Ministers must now find seats without any history of buying and selling. Peel gave up Cashel; his father was as ever prompt with help. Property was bought in the Wiltshire borough of Chippenham. There was an argument over the exact terms of this arrangement. The deal went through and Peel was elected, but Peel had what he described as a ‘very unpleasant’ meeting lasting two hours with the owner of the property, who believed that Sir Robert had agreed to buy it outright, and not just for one election.4 In truth Chippenham was no purer than Cashel. The new transaction was just as financial as the old one; but at least it occurred outside Peel’s sphere of operation in Ireland.


Peel could turn his attention to negotiations with those who controlled the seats in Ireland for the return of Government supporters – for example with Lord Clancarty in Galway, Sir Edward Denny in Tralee, and a Mr Handcock in Athlone. Mr Handcock was particularly difficult, threatening to stand himself for Athlone, with no commitment to support the Government, unless he received an English peerage.5 He was not alone in making this request. Lord Charleville had the same idea for



the borough of Carlow. But Lord Liverpool drew a line, to Peel’s satisfaction. ‘You must do the best you can without the promise of an English peerage.’6


Politicians, like other human beings, are tempted to exchange something they have got for something they want. In politics this is called corruption. Recently under governments with low standards, such as those of Lloyd George and Blair, the focus has been on allegations that honours and in particular peerages have been given in return for party funding. In 1812 the parties did not need funding. They needed the political support in the Commons which is now usually secured by the modern system of party discipline. In exchange politicians were accustomed to offer not just honours and peerages, but jobs and promotions across the whole public sector. Peel used the system in Ireland but then and later steadily reduced its scope. Merit became increasingly the test for jobs and honours. This was a crucial part of the Victorian cleansing of public life.


In 1812 the election process dragged on, but the final result was not too bad. The acknowledged master of these dark arts in Ireland was Lord Castlereagh and on 16 November Peel could write to him: ‘Although our gain in Ireland may not have been great I think considering the exertions which have been made by our opponents, the incredible activities of the [Whig] Duke of Devonshire and the Catholics, we have done as much as we could be expected in maintaining our ground.’7 The tone is defensive, but the difficulties in Ireland were understood in London. In Britain the Government had increased its majority and Liverpool was well satisfied.


The 1812 election gave Peel a clearer idea of Irish politics than any number of tracts. He was required to administer a system which depended on the consent not of a majority of Irish men but of a small number of Irish and English individuals connected with the Protestant ascendancy. That consent in turn depended on favours from government across the whole range of patronage. Peel saw from the beginning how the granting of favours demeaned and weakened the quality and integrity of government. But deny the favours and the necessary consent would be withheld. The process offended Peel’s fundamental seriousness. But he was a man of government; he could not destroy the system on which the Government of Ireland depended. The process told heavily on his patience and his temper.


Peel quickly organised the pattern of his new life with its awkward



division between London and Dublin. In Dublin he was the senior executive of government under the Lord-Lieutenant. In London he was the ministerial spokesman on Irish matters in the Commons and in discussion of policy between government departments. The role was not in principle entirely different from that of the modern Secretary of State for Northern Ireland under direct rule, who has the same two tasks, and whose life is similarly divided. The modern Secretary of State deals with six counties rather than thirty-two. But the main difference is the method of travel. The Secretary of State can now be in his office in Stormont two hours after leaving the House of Commons. Peel had to travel over bad roads to the Welsh port of Holyhead, from which the journey to Dublin took at least seven hours, or in bad weather fourteen. Once in 1815 he described the voyage, which took thirty-three hours in a storm, as wretched beyond description; ‘The packet was full of passengers. The men were all sick and the women and children thought they were going to the bottom, and filled up the intervals of sickness with a chorus of lamentation and cries of “Steward, are we sinking?”’8 In his first two years of office Peel crossed the Irish Channel nine times, usually in winter because of the timing of the parliamentary sessions at Westminster which he had to attend.9 Each journey meant a gap of about a week in the regular flow of work.


In Dublin Peel’s home was the Secretary’s Lodge in Phoenix Park, though he also had official apartments in the Castle. He found the Lodge a pleasant house with abundant gardens, though the sanitation was primitive and the drawing room ceiling bulged dangerously. Peel set about organising the necessary water closets, and marble columns to strengthen the ceiling. In London he took a house in Stanhope Street in Park Lane. His property was more at risk in London than in Dublin. His London neighbour and colleague, Lord Palmerston, wrote to warn him that the mob were expected to attack the street the next day.10 Palmerston had boarded up his fanlight and instructed the servants to fire small shot from the bedroom windows as soon as the first stones were thrown.


The main hazard in Dublin by contrast was excessive hospitality. He had written soon after arrival, ‘I have scarcely dined once at home … I see no great prospect of it for some time to come, excepting with about twenty-five guests. I am just opening up the campaign, and have visions of future feasts studded with Lord Mayors and Sheriffs elect.’The vision was



realised. The departure of a Lord-Lieutenant was a particularly popular occasion for farewell banquets. The Duke of Richmond left his post in 1813, and observed, drawing on expert knowledge of his own, ‘The Lord Mayor has a very pretty method of getting drunk. He is so well used to it that he knows his way back in the dark. And is always sober when he gets up next morning.’11 The heavy drinking was linked to politics by innumerable toasts. The most important of these was to the Protestant King William III who had won the Battle of the Boyne, thus rescuing Ireland from Catholic rule, ‘to the pious, glorious and immortal memory of William III’. If he went to the dinner Peel could hardly avoid the toast, and he was observed drinking it in the traditional attitude, standing on his chair with one foot on the table.12


Nevertheless, among the clatter of Dublin society Peel led a lonely life. He was twenty-four when he went to Ireland and thirty when he left. The social whirl in which he lived overflowed with gossip, but there is no suggestion from friend or enemy that he had affairs in Dublin. There is something portentous yet plaintive about his efforts in 1813 to drum up a visit from his school friend Bache Thornhill:


There lives not one with whom I am more anxious to renew, not my friendship, for that requires no renewal, but my former habits of daily intercourse … You are of an erratic and adventurous turn, you have not been in Ireland, and what reason can you urge for not paying me a visit at the Phoenix Lodge on my return? Choose your companion. Where is James? Where is Browne? I am sure they cannot doubt of the real satisfaction that it will give me to have them the inmates of my house.13


Through his life Peel wrote letters morning, noon and night. He varied the style to match his closeness to his correspondent. The above is the example of his clumsy-playful mode. Most of his political correspondence was roundabout and stately, even pompous. But he had made one particular political friend to whom he wrote with special frankness.


John Wilson Croker, now almost forgotten, became a formidable figure in British political and literary life during the first half of the nineteenth century. Eight years older than Peel, he had progressed by way of Trinity College Dublin to the Inns of Court in London. Once the Irish



Parliament was abolished, Irish Protestants like Croker with political ambition were drawn inexorably towards the House of Commons. Like Peel, Croker at first made rapid progress and by the time Peel reached Ireland was not only a Member of Parliament but a junior Minister at the Admiralty. He held the job for twenty years, proving himself a competent administrator and turning down offers of promotion. For his real talent and interest did not lie in the front line of politics. Croker was a critic and commentator, who loved controversy for its own sake. His views were not entirely of one piece. He supported Catholic Emancipation and called himself a rational reformer; but in practice his views on other matters were hard, Tory, unsentimental and legalistic. As outside pressures for change began to bear increasingly on the House of Commons, Croker persuaded himself that the whole country was on the edge of revolution. He became a master of the slashing attack, plundering history for examples of fatal vacillation and compromise with which to frighten the Whigs and stiffen Conservative backbones. His vehicle was the Quarterly Review, which became the leading exponent of intellectual Tory opinion.


When Croker met Peel, Croker was at the start of his career. He had not yet fully formed the friendship with Lord Hertford, who became his patron in a relationship which drew down on him the lethal scorn of Disraeli. The caricature of Croker as Rigby in Disraeli’s novel Coningsby is as venomous as anything he wrote.*


In those early days Croker was a congenial companion for Peel in the crowded loneliness of Ireland. With another friend, William Vesey Fitzgerald, they dashed over for a spree in Paris a few days after the battle of Waterloo. Sitting next to Wellington at dinner, Peel heard one of the first of the innumerable accounts which the Duke told of his victory. The Duke of Richmond, whom all three had served in Ireland not long before, gave them hospitality in Brussels.† In pouring rain the three young men roamed the battlefield, still littered with caps, helmets and



cartridges among the mass graves; Peel bought a French cuirass for two napoleons.


Yet even then something jars in the correspondence between the two friends. Too often Croker asks for something. In 1812 he asked for £100 to help with his election in County Down, which he lost. Peel turned him down, but next year he was at it again, on behalf of one of his supporters. ‘Is there a coast officer’s place at Annalong in County Down vacant? Can you give it to one of my martyrs? ’Tis but £35 per annum.’ He goes on in a vein which at once arouses suspicion. ‘Oh, my dear Peel, the horror of refusing a friend is nothing at all to the horror of asking a friend.’ This time Peel did his best, replying that he had found the man a messenger’s job at £60 a year, though adding drily, ‘no part of whose duty, I fancy, is the conveyance of messages’.


There was a hint, too, of political difference. Peel was warned that Croker was flirting with Canning and his group of malcontents within the Tory Party. The friendship and its steady flow of letters continued. Peel wrote 620 letters to Croker between 1810 and 1846. Until he became Prime Minister, Croker with one interruption was his closest political confidant; but they were two different characters, and in the end it showed.


Peel quickly realised that his complacent first letter to the Prime Minister about Ireland had simply recorded a short peaceful interval between bouts of disorder. He soon grasped the underlying cause of disorder. It was not created by the French; it would not be removed by greater prosperity or better administration, nor even by admitting Catholics to Parliament or by reducing the burden of the Protestant Church of Ireland on the Catholic majority. It arose from something more fundamental, the rejection of British rule, a rejection strengthened by a growing sense of Irish history and therefore Irish nationalism.


Yet Peel was clear that British rule in Ireland was essential to Britain. Ireland was not a distant colony, but part of the fortress of the British Isles. Peel owned no Irish property and had no particular regard for the importunate representatives of the Protestant ascendancy. For traditional Tories the argument for British rule in Ireland was not economic, but strategic. History showed how quickly and dangerously Irish discontents were exploited by Britain’s enemies; first Spain, then France. British rule of Ireland, which was crucial to Britain’s security, depended on the



apparatus of Dublin Castle and of the Protestant ascendancy. By making this apparatus more efficient, more honest, and more reasonable, the Government could lessen its dependence on military force and reduce the garrison; that was the most that could be hoped for.


Nowadays we draw a distinction between peaceful and violent pressure for political change. This distinction lies at the heart of the peace process in Northern Ireland, begun under John Major and continued under Tony Blair in the 1990s. Could Sinn Fein be persuaded to renounce force, to replace the bullet by the ballot, while retaining its belief in a United Ireland? The question has waited long for a definitive answer. But this distinction between political and violent action depends on possibilities which hardly existed between 1812 and 1818 when Peel was in Ireland. We take for granted the existence of peaceful groups moulding opinion and a parliamentary system which everyone recognises as broadly representative. Neither of these assets existed in Peel’s early years. Political action rapidly became violent for lack of a peaceful outlet. Men like Peel in his early years, and Croker even more, saw political agitation outside Parliament as simply the prelude to violence. It was therefore wise to act against such agitation before it took hold.


The leader of Irish Catholic opinion at this time was Daniel O’Connell. Thirteen years older than Peel, he had already established himself as a skilful lawyer with a taste for theatrical confrontation. O’Connell was a romantic radical, but no revolutionary. Indeed he had been harassed out of France after the Revolution and actually joined the volunteers raised in 1796 to resist a French invasion of Ireland. He campaigned against the Union throughout his life, but supported the British monarchy. He professed to oppose any resort to physical force as a remedy for Ireland’s problems.14 Yet to Peel this was simply a pretence, and he described O’Connell to the Home Secretary as one of the two leaders of the violent party.15


Peel had half a point. O’Connell’s direct actions were not violent, but his oratory certainly was, and that was the trouble. He excited people with his words, then looked away if their excitement led them to riot or murder. O’Connell was quick to assault Peel for his youth and fashionable appearance denouncing ‘the foppery of perfumed handkerchiefs and thin shoes’.16 The two men settled into a relationship of strong antagonism. In 1815 it came to a head. At a Catholic meeting O’Connell accused Peel of



lack of courage. ‘Mr Peel would not dare, in my presence, or in any place where he was liable to personal account, to use a single experience derogatory to my interest or my honour.’17


Neither his grandfather Parsley Peel nor the first Sir Robert would have been greatly bothered by O’Connell’s remarks. But Harrow and Christ Church had pushed Peel into a society where such words had to be taken seriously. Duelling was illegal and disapproved of, but it still happened, particularly in Ireland. If Peel had not reacted, O’Connell would have repeated and intensified the attack. After an unsatisfactory private exchange Peel issued a challenge against the slur on his integrity. It was agreed that the two men should fight with pistols, at Ostend, beyond the reach of the authorities. Peel was taking a big physical risk; O’Connell had killed a man in a duel the previous winter. O’Connell was an excellent pistol shot, as a result of long practice shooting dogs which came out at him as he rode on legal business through the Irish countryside. But through his life Peel showed himself exceptionally sensitive to any attack on his honour. The son of the cotton manufacturer had been turned into a gentleman and a gentleman had to defend his honour.18


There was no heroic sequel to this heroic decision. Peel slipped across the Channel to keep his appointment. But the news leaked, and O’Connell was detained in London. The press began debating the matter as if it was a political tournament. Peel spent three weeks hanging about incognito on the Continent, unable to do any official work. His friends began to worry that he was carrying the matter too far. His brother William wrote: ‘I think you have done perhaps more than was required of you.’19


The two seconds started a mini-quarrel between themselves and held a mini-duel in Calais at which neither was hurt. A grave defence of Peel’s honour was dwindling into farce. The whole episode petered out, and Peel returned to Dublin. Ten years later O’Connell apologised, at a time when he hoped for Peel’s support on Catholic Emancipation; but the two men were never on reasonable personal terms.


Peel’s political duel with O’Connell had begun earlier and continued longer than this personal fracas. O’Connell dodged in and out of the law, forming, dissolving and re-forming bodies with different names and rules to continue his struggle against the Union. In June 1814 Peel persuaded his colleagues to outlaw O’Connell’s current organisation, the Catholic



Board. It was a long tussle, and in private Peel criticised Liverpool for being much too pacific a Minister for Ireland.20 The ban did indeed deprive O’Connell of a legal vehicle for organised agitation for several years. For a moment Peel sat back content. ‘I never saw a document in print which gave me so much satisfaction – a new era, to use a fashionable phrase – in the policy of the Government.’21 But the essential problem lay below the surface of O’Connell’s eloquence.


Peel received a steady flow of reports from all over Ireland of intimidation, violence, disorder and murder. Particular victims were magistrates, witnesses, members of a jury, and anyone who actively helped the Government. Peel read of Mr Lawrence of Carrick whose daughter was raped by four men before his eyes; of the small farmer in Westmeath murdered at Mass after he had killed three men who attacked his home; of James Connell, who had given evidence in a case for the prosecution, barbarously murdered with his wife; of a whole family burned to death in their home in County Louth after three men had been hanged for an earlier attack on them.22


Throughout Peel’s life bad news acted as a stimulus. He often thought and spoke with deep pessimism, but pessimism was usually a prelude to action. The ‘aversion to lounge’ of which old Dean Jackson had spoken remained dominant. In Ireland it did not take him long to decide and get agreement on a fresh policy, with two main components. He revived the old Insurrection Act which empowered local magistrates to call out the yeomanry or British garrison to deal with disorder. Peel accepted that the prompt use of military force was often necessary. But though he defended the Act as a temporary measure, he was never enthusiastic about its use. Some magistrates who were local landowners were too quick to spread alarmist reports or to protect their interests with unnecessary use of force.


Ireland was increasingly divided on sectarian lines. While Peel himself was staunchly loyal to the Union, the language and tactics of loyalists were a different matter. He distrusted the Brunswick Clubs which had sprung up to express, sometimes violently, what were already called Orange opinions. Such opinions were particularly strong in the local yeomanry. When the yeomanry were in 1816 accused of unnecessary killings in Roscrea, Peel wrote ‘if the corps of yeomanry have acted improperly as a body, for God’s sake as a body let them be punished. There is enough



bad blood in Tipperary without the blockheads aggravating it with their party tunes.’23 Peel was clear that the Government should not use its monopoly of legal force to favour one section of the community against another. The law was the best safeguard. Peel began to stress the importance of using the ordinary law rather than exceptional measures whenever possible. In his view, as he wrote to a correspondent at the end of 1816, it was often ‘better to bear with some disturbance than to repress it by the means of unusual and extreme authority’.24


More was needed. Even discounting the cries of alarmists, even with the help of the Insurrection Act over and above the ordinary law, the Government and local magistrates often had to choose between inaction and the use of troops to shoot and kill. Moreover, it was increasingly difficult to find the troops. While the war against Napoleon lasted the Irish Government had to argue in Whitehall the case for troops against the more dramatic needs of Wellington in Spain and Flanders. But at least no one in London could during the war doubt that Ireland must be defended against the French and Irish rebels who sided with the French. During Peel’s first years in Ireland regular troops and local yeomanry amounted together to about 30,000 men.


After Waterloo the French threat disappeared. Retrenchment became the rule in London and pressure to reduce the garrison in Ireland was irresistible. Even before Waterloo Peel began to work out a proposal for a professional force of police to be deployed first of all in counties with the worst disorder. To his surprise the proposal, skilfully christened the Peace Preservation Bill, passed through the Westminster Parliament early in 1814 and recruitment started. Anyone who knew Ireland understood that at this point the real difficulty would begin. New jobs created by government meant a new honey pot round which the friends of government would buzz. Demands poured in on behalf of deserving friends and impoverished relations. By then Peel knew Ireland well. The 1812 election had shown him that Ireland could not be governed without patronage verging on corruption. He could not destroy that system, but he was not going to let it infect his new creation. Confronted with this torrent of applications he was clear: ‘We ought to be crucified if we make the measure a job and select our constables from the servants of our parliamentary friends.’25 Merit and only merit must be the test for the new constables. Peel was learning to look to the long term. He wrote to an



official, ‘the Bill was rendered necessary by the past state of Ireland for the last fifty years, and by the probable state of it for the next five hundred’.26


In the short term the new police provided only a patchy improvement. It was possible to reduce the British garrison to 22,000 by 1817. Peel in 1816 actually supported the Chancellor of the Exchequer in resisting the claims of his Irish colleagues for extra troops. Law and sound administration were for Peel better palliatives for Ireland’s problems than expensive military occupation. But the palliatives produced minor improvement rather than cure.


The disorder continued, bringing with it atrocities of a cruelty which made a deep impression on Peel. He was determined to convey to his colleagues and to Parliament in London a sense of the outrage which he felt. In 1816 the Prime Minister showed signs of favouring reprieves for individuals condemned to death for crimes of violence. Peel remonstrated, ‘You have no idea of the moral deprivation of the lower order in that county [Tipperary]. In fidelity towards each other they are unexampled, as they are in their sanguinary disposition and fearlessness of the consequences of indulging it.’27 Peel rammed the point home in a debate in the House of Commons in April 1816.


The disturbances which now prevailed had no precise or definite cause. They seemed to be the effect of a general confederacy in crime – a conspiracy in guilt – a systematic opposition to all laws and municipal institutions … The records of the courts of justice would show such a settled and uniform system of guilt, such monstrous and horrible prejudices, as could not … be found in the annals of any country on the face of the globe, whether civilised or uncivilised.28


He followed up with specific examples of murder. One of these cast a shadow on his mind so dark that he recalled it many years later. He was supporting coercive measures in Ireland after a year in which there had been 196 murders:


Why, you have fought great battles and achieved famous victories at a less cost of English blood. But why do I talk of battles? Oh how tame and feeble the comparison between death on the field of honour and



that death which is inflicted by the hand of Irish assassins! It is not the fatal hour of that death that is most terrible: it is the wasting misery of suspense, the agony of expectation, listening for weeks and months to every nightly sound lest it be the fatal knell to summon a whole family to destruction. These are the real terrors, from which the act of murder is too often a merciful relief. In Ireland they can afford to give you notice of death, and woe to the victim that receives that notice and neglects it. I am still haunted by the recollection of the scenes of atrocity and suffering with which I was once familiar.


Peel went on to describe the Dillon family in Kilkenny – father, mother and three children, the eldest a girl of nine. The father had helped with his evidence to bring about the execution of a wanted man. He asked that his home be ‘slated’ by the government. Peel explained why a slated roof, as compared to thatch, gave some protection against arson. But the slate roof was no help to Dillon. Murderers came, dragged him outside and killed him with pitchforks. Peel recalled how the mother spoke to her eldest daughter:


‘Those are the cries of your dying father. I shall be the next victim. After they have murdered him they will murder me; but I will not go out when they call me: I will struggle with them to the last, that I may give you time to do that for which I put you here. My last act will be to throw this dry turf on the hearth; and do you, by the glare of it watch the faces of the murderers, mark them all narrowly, that you may be able to tell who they are, and to revenge the death of your father and your mother.’ So it happened: the dry turf blazed long enough; five murderers were hanged on the unshakeable evidence of a child.


Peel quoted Macbeth:


Blood will have blood they say.


Stones have been known to move and trees to speak;


Auguries and understood relations have brought forth


The secretest man of blood.


He ended: ‘In Ireland the man of blood is not secret; and neither the law



of his country, nor his own conscience have any terrors for him.’29 Peel’s anger is manifest and genuine, yet anger did not lead him to the cry for vengeance which similar atrocities provoked in public opinion during the Indian Mutiny. His private conclusion had been reached by 1816: ‘I believe an honest despotic government would be by far the fittest government for Ireland.’30


Even the most awful tragedy becomes trite when often repeated. British opinion hardened through the nineteenth century, providing itself with a thick protective layer of mixed tedium and irritation against the steady flow of Irish troubles. The same phenomenon became apparent during the renewed troubles of the 1970s and 1980s. As Secretary of State I was constantly surprised that IRA atrocities failed to stir opinion, either one way or the other, for or against our policy in Northern Ireland.


There was one aspect of the Irish problems which could not be shunted into a siding. The barrier which kept Catholics out of the House of Commons was not the most important Irish grievance, but because it lay at the heart of British politics it was the most discussed. The question of Catholic Emancipation had divided every Cabinet since the days of Pitt. Cabinet government was only possible on the basis that, whatever individual Ministers thought, the government as a whole was neutral on the Catholic issue. Neutrality meant inaction, and the formula therefore particularly suited the Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, who wanted no change in the foreseeable future. More important, it suited the King – both George III, who believed that his Coronation Oath prevented him from agreeing to Emancipation, and his son who as Prince Regent and then as George IV discovered rather late in the day that it was his duty to obey his father’s wishes. The opinion of the Crown still weighed heavily, and it was this rather than stalemate in Cabinet which enabled the formula of neutrality to survive for so long.


But it was not a stable formula; it could not go on for ever. The balance of opinion in the Cabinet and in Parliament began to shift towards Emancipation. Castlereagh and Canning, bitter rivals in other respects, were both ‘Catholics’; so were most of the younger more liberal Tories; so were the Whigs in opposition; so even was voluble, right-wing Croker. The periodical debates in the Commons became increasingly desperate rearguard actions. During Peel’s time in Ireland the Commons still contained a majority against Catholic Emancipation, but the margin was



narrow and the ‘Protestants’ were conscious that in terms of quality of argument the battle was becoming unequal. On the other hand the Prince Regent was impervious to argument. So indeed was public opinion outside Parliament. People no longer worried seriously about a new Guy Fawkes or a new James II; but anti-Catholic prejudice was part of the English cultural tradition which ordinary Englishmen were slow to abandon and rather enjoyed.


Against this background Peel found himself pushed to the front of the ‘Protestant’ cause. In those ranks youthful energy and eloquence were in short supply, and he could provide both. Some who knew him well were surprised. Palmerston was forthright: ‘I can forgive old women like the Chancellor, spoonies like Liverpool, ignoramuses like Westmorland, old stumped-up Tories like Bathurst, – but how such a man as Peel, liberal enlightened and fresh minded, should find himself running in such a pack is hardly intelligible.’31


But Peel did not find the choice difficult. He might already be working out in his mind a concept of the national interest, but letting Catholics into Parliament need not necessarily be included. Peel accepted the traditional argument that in one important way Catholics were outside the nation: they refused allegiance to the Crown. He expressed this in a letter to the Duke of Richmond as early as 2 March 1813:


At no time and under no circumstances, so long as the Catholic admits the supremacy in spirituals of a foreign earthly potentate and will not tell us what supremacy in spirituals means, so long as he will not give us voluntarily that security which every despotic sovereign in Europe has by the concession of the Pope himself, I will not consent to admit them. They are excluded from privileges for which they will not pay the price that all other subjects pay, and that all other Catholics in Europe find themselves bound to pay.32


The boundary between the spiritual and the temporal had been blurred by the Catholics themselves. So long as that boundary was blurred, the British Crown could not be sure of their loyalty.


Opponents of Emancipation at first began to talk about what were called securities in order to appear reasonable, whereas in their hearts they opposed the principle of Emancipation. But by the time of the



Commons debate of May 1817 the question of securities was at centre stage. Grattan, formerly the brightest star of the Irish Parliament, introduced a detailed motion in Westminster approving Catholic Emancipation with securities and with some exceptions. Peel made the wind-up speech opposing the motion.33


At first sight when one reads the speech in full, its success is slightly surprising. It is not particularly eloquent, and until the close there are no memorable passages. Peel devised a skilful debating speech in which he picked to pieces the details of Grattan’s proposals on securities. He did not defend the history of British involvement in Ireland, but argued that the House had to recognise where we stood today. There was an inviolable compact between Britain and Ireland, of which one essential part was the recognition of Protestantism as the established and favoured religion of State. Peel continued with a rhetorical device which became his favourite. He listed with an appearance of objectivity the policies between which his audience could choose. They could at one extreme outlaw the Catholic Church in Ireland: no one proposed that. Or they could make it the established Church; no one proposed that. They could go on as at present, excluding the Catholics ‘from those offices which are immediately connected with the administration of, and may be said to constitute the government of the country – admitting them generally to all other offices, privileges and distinctions’. Or they could approve Grattan’s plan for Catholic Emancipation.


Peel drew attention to the failure of attempts to gain the approval of the Vatican or the Irish clergy to the securities proposed by Grattan. Grattan wanted Catholics to be eligible to be Chief Secretary of Ireland, but not Lord-Lieutenant; to be Cabinet Ministers but not King. This would divide the King and his representatives in Ireland from his advisers. It would not satisfy the Catholics, who would press for access to the very top positions and the disestablishment of the Protestant Church of Ireland. Emancipation as proposed by Grattan would in practice bring no benefit to the people or Catholic clergy of Ireland, only to the aristocracy and the Bar. He ended with an off-the-peg peroration on our glorious constitution, asking any undecided Member to ‘weigh the substantial blessings which he knows to have derived from the government that is, against all the speculative advantages which he is promised from the government which is to be’.34




In a Parliament of loose party loyalties, Members listened to the arguments before deciding on their vote. By speaking last on his side Peel seized the tactical advantage; his detailed arguments were still fresh in the mind of Members as they voted. Contrary to their expectations, the Protestants defeated Grattan’s motion by twenty-four votes. Peel’s speech was greeted as a sensational success. ‘There was never a speech did so much for a man,’ wrote one observer. As early as 1814 O’Connell had christened him ‘Orange Peel’ before there was much justification for the unsubtle joke. Peel did not regard himself as a champion of the Orange cause in Ireland. He had removed orange facings from the livery of his servants in his house at Drayton. Not for him the crude partisanship for that cause which later distinguished Lord Randolph Churchill, Carson and Bonar Law. But after the speech of May 1817 he could not help himself. Partly because there was no other, he became at the age of twenty-nine the Protestant hero. Dean Jackson was among the first to send congratulations; copies of the speech were widely distributed; Canning on the other side of the debate praised its consummate ability; the Corporation of Dublin asked him to sit for his portrait.


One greater prize followed immediately. In the spring of 1817 the parliamentary seat of the University of Oxford fell vacant. In the unreformed Parliament the reputation of constituencies varied hugely. A county Member representing a sizeable electorate had greater prestige than a man who sat for a rotten borough. In the highest rank shone the University seats of Oxford and Cambridge. For Peel to sit for his old university, to which he was deeply attached, would be a big step upward from tiny corrupt Chippenham. The difficulty was that Canning wanted the seat badly. Canning was fed up with his present constituency of Liverpool, far away and full of hard work. Also a Christ Church man, he was senior to Peel and much better known. But that was the difficulty: Canning was widely known and widely distrusted. Peel on the other hand was young, and, the wise professors thought, malleable. He had just scored a splendid victory for the Protestant cause, in which the University believed and on which Canning was unsound. A wave of enthusiasm led by Christ Church swept Peel into the seat. It remained for his old tutor, Dr Lloyd, to point out that the University, unlike Chippenham, expected its Member of Parliament to respect their views.35


Peel had now worked in Ireland for five years. When politicians have a



talent for administration, given time they change the nature of any job they are given. Peel transformed the job of Chief Secretary. His predecessor had floated uncertainly in ill-defined relationships with the Lord-Lieutenant and with the Prime Minister and Home Secretary in London. Peel established an efficient, well co-ordinated partnership with successive Lord-Lieutenants, within which he took over the massive work of daily administration. He thus became the real power in Irish politics.36 He kept open a direct line of communication with the Prime Minister, elbowing to one side the Home Secretary Lord Sidmouth, whose interest in Ireland was fleeting and indifferent. He worked closely with those Irish officials whom he found efficient.


Peel took administration seriously. He discounted the idea that government was just a matter of reconciling interests and keeping things quiet. For Peel administration consisted of positive decision-taking, based on facts.


‘There is nothing like a fact,’ he wrote to one official in 1814, and again two years later, ‘Facts are ten times more valuable than declamations.’37 But Ireland, while awash with declamations, rumours and exaggerations, was short of demonstrable facts. Peel persisted. There were serious food shortages in 1817. Peel organised what were by the standards of the time significant relief measures, the harvest turned out favourably, the famine receded and his reputation was further enhanced. When the food shortage was at its height he received a proposal that the Government should ban the export of potatoes from Ireland to Britain. At first sight it seemed an obvious way of keeping food in the country. But Peel asked for figures of those exports. No figures were available. Peel remonstrated, but if the plan was to be effective it must be applied at once; urged on by the Lord-Lieutenant and Irish officials Peel put it to his colleagues in London without figures. When the figures turned up they showed that the export of potatoes from Ireland was negligible whereas imports were three times as high. Peel had been made to look ridiculous. This experience hardened Peel’s heart against sloppy vagueness of all kinds.


Indeed for him this whole period marked a hardening of heart. As he learned more of human frailties, Peel’s character changed. The clumsy jollity which had imbued earlier letters to friends disappeared. Ireland turned Peel sour. Against the background of tragedies like that of the Dillon family the tone of Dublin society struck him as extraordinary.



When in England for the big Irish debate in 1816, Peel sent for the latest news from Dublin. The Military Secretary, Sir Edward Littlehales, replied ‘with an account of vice-regal dinners, adding that everything had gone off perfectly well, except on one unfortunate night, on which Lady Manners had a party at the time there was another party at the Castle. I think Sir Edward is rather surprised that these subjects formed no part of the debate on the state of Ireland.’38 Peel had no time for such social niceties. He saw that in Dublin to frivolity was added incessant greed. Government depended on patronage; the demand for places greatly exceeded the supply. ‘I am in the midst of all these vultures, and must throw a little food among them occasionally,’ he wrote to an official.39


Peel developed irony as a vehicle for his refusals. One man wanted a baronetcy so that he could get married. ‘I fear I must request you to advise your friend not to postpone his marriage in expectation of a baronetcy. I am sure he cannot want that in addition to his other recommendations.’ Of another claimant Peel remarked that when he wanted a baronetcy he was very rich, but when he wanted a place he was very poor. A notorious gambler applied for the Collectorship of Taxes in Belfast. ‘Considering how careless he has been of his own money perhaps some office not connected with the collection of public money and requiring incessant vigilance to prevent fraud would be more suited to him.’40


But the facts of political life in Ireland remained unchanged. Votes were needed, and votes had to be found. In a typically jaunty letter Palmerston, still Peel’s colleague, asked in 1817 if there was likely to be a contest in the next election in Sligo. If so he could manufacture 280 to 290 votes by creating new tenancies on his estate. The assumption, still just valid in 1817, was that the new tenants would vote as their landlord wished.41


After five years of this Peel had had enough, not just of Ireland, but of government office. He wanted a break, and began to urge this on the Prime Minister. There was a problem of timing. The Duke of Richmond’s successor as Lord-Lieutenant was Lord Whitworth, a skilful diplomat who worked well with Peel, being content to let his junior carry most of the daily burden. But Whitworth’s time was coming to an end, and it was agreed that Peel should remain to see in his successor, Lord Talbot. He remained until the summer of 1818, having supervised one more general election. His spirits rose. ‘This is the hottest day I remember



in Ireland. Old women say there must be a rebellion this year for it is as hot as it was in 1798. However as I leave Ireland in a fortnight I hope to close my accounts without one.’42 This closing of accounts was as near a triumph as any British Minister could achieve in Ireland. Peel left at a quiet moment, the press and Dublin opinion were loud in his praises, and the administration of Ireland had been much improved by his efforts.


He forgot the sourness of Ireland when he wrote to Croker:


A fortnight hence I shall be free as air – free from ten thousand engagements which I cannot fulfil; free from the anxiety of having more to do than it is possible to do well; free from the acknowledgements of that gratitude which consists in a lively sense of future favours; free from the necessity of abstaining from private intimacy that will certainly interfere with public duty; free from Orange-men; free from Ribbonmen; free from the Lord Mayor and Sheriffs; free from men who pretend to be Protestants on principle and sell Dundalk to the Papists of Cork; free from Catholics who become Protestants to get into Parliament after the manner of —, and of Protestants who become Catholics after the manner of old —; free from perpetual converse about the Harbour of Howth and Dublin Bay haddock; and lastly, free of the Company of Carvers and Gilders which I became this day in reward of my public services.43


On 3 August 1818 Peel left Belfast for Scotland. Ireland was to return often to his thoughts and emotions in coming years; but he never went there again.





* ‘The world took him at his word,’ begins Disraeli’s portrait, ‘for he was bold, acute and voluble; with no thought, but a good deal of desultory information; and though destitute of all imagination and noble sentiment, was blessed with a vigorous mendacious fancy, fruitful in small expedients, and never happier than when devising shifts for great men’s scrapes.’


† His Duchess must still have been tidying up after her ball on the eve of battle made immortal by Byron.
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