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			Preface

			Innumerable books have been written on the subject of the British Parliament, but although there are many excellent histories of Parliament and numerous text-books on procedure, there are at the moment very few books—if any—which briefly describe not what was done, or should be done, but what is done to-day. My endeavour is to provide a photograph, as it were, of the House of Commons to-day; to describe what happens, and why it happens, and to convey an accurate portrait of the processes of Parliament to the general reader.

			I have limited my survey to the House of Commons, which is the third partner in the triumvirate—the Sovereign, the Lords, and the Commons—which, together, form the British Parliament. For one thing, the subject of Parliament is so vast that it is not easy to provide an accurate and brief account of it; for another, I am not qualified to write on the subject of the House of Lords; and, finally, the House of Commons is the true seat of power and—except on rare occasions—the centre of public interest.

			So much of what the House of Commons does to-day is linked to what happened in the past that it is impossible to avoid the occasional backward glance. I have therefore described in some detail how the actual Chamber of the House has evolved, since an understanding of this is essential if one is to realise how the House functions to-day.

			It is not an easy task to describe the complicated machinery of the House in simple terms without actually misleading the reader. I have tried to reduce all technical words and phrases to a minimum, but as this is not always possible I have included a brief Glossary of Parliamentary Terms at the end of the book, and I hope that the reader will not be irritated by my exhortations to consult it on occasions. I have also added a list of books recommended for future reading for those who wish to plunge deeper into the subject.

			Although the work and procedure of the House seem to become more complicated every year—a chapter which I wrote for this book on procedure at the beginning of the Parliamentary Session of 1959–60 was already out of date in several respects by the end of that Session—the curious feature of the House of Commons is really how very little it has changed down the years. “In my time,” the late Joseph Chamberlain remarked over fifty years ago, “I have never known the House of Commons without a funny man. Then there is the House of Commons bore—of course there is more than one, but there is always one par excellence; he is generally a man of encyclopaedic information which he has been unable to digest himself and which, therefore, he is always ready to impart to everybody else. Then you have the weighty man, and the gravity of the weighty man of the House of Commons is a thing to which there is no parallel in the world. You have the foolish man, you have the man with one idea, you have the independent man, you have the man who is a little cracked.” A Member of the eighteenth or twentieth centuries would have little difficulty in recognising these characters.

			The House of Commons is essentially a human institution, and, as such, it has its bad periods and its good; does stupid things and wise ones; its mood can change bewilderingly from day to day, and even from hour to hour. It is indeed this fickleness which provides so much of its curious and undefinable charm. When the aged Wilberforce was told by a young lady that her brother was to enter the House the old man said warmly, “Ah! I hear that shout again—‘Hear, hear!’ What a life it was!” “I have tried all forms of excitement,” Lord Randolph Churchill—father of Sir Winston—once remarked, “from tip-cat to tiger-shooting; all degrees of gambling, from beggar-my-neighbour to Monte Carlo; but have found no gambling like politics, and no excitement like a big division in the House of Commons.”

			It is the portrait of this unique, inconstant, demanding and fascinating place that I have attempted to trace in this book, and I should like to express my gratitude to those friends and colleagues who have so generously assisted me in my task of presenting this Introduction to the House of Commons.

			robert rhodes james

			Priory Close,

			Cartmel,

			North Lancashire

			April, 1961

		

	
		
			chapter one

			The Power of the Commons

			The history of England since the end of the thirteenth century has witnessed the remorseless advance of the House of Commons from a position of being the least influential to the most important single element in the British Parliament. “Parliament” is the meeting of the Sovereign, the Lords and the Commons, and the House of Commons—so-called because they represented the communes, or communities, and not the lower classes—obtained their supremacy over the Sovereign and the Lords principally by their control over the nation’s money. The establishment of the principle that the remedy of grievance must come before the granting of money to the Government is the most important single factor in the story of the rise of the Commons.

			The Chancellor of the Exchequer proposes to the House early in the year—usually at the beginning of April—in his “Budget Statement,” that certain taxes will be imposed upon the people to provide the nation’s income. His proposals have to be agreed to that day by the Committee of Ways and Means to which he makes the statement, and the new taxes can be imposed at once; they are then put into legislative form in the Finance Bill, which must go through Parliament within four months, or the taxes will lapse. The national housekeeping money is paid to Government Departments out of what is called the Consolidated Fund. This is a banking account into which all taxes and other revenues of the country are paid, and out of which all government expenditure is made. These payments are made by the authority of other Acts of Parliament, and the Government Departments have to present accounts showing exactly how they have spent the money voted to them by Parliament. Although the House of Lords can reject a “money” Bill passed by the Commons, the Bill can receive the Royal Assent without the consent of the Lords,1 so it will be seen that the control of the nation’s finances lies in the hands of the lower House although the Lords may make suggestions.

			This power, the greatest of all possessed by the House of Commons, is surrounded with certain limitations; no legislation involving the expenditure of public money can be entered upon unless the Queen’s Recommendation has been signified to the House by a Minister of the Crown, and this means in practice that only the Government can present proposals for public finance, although the Commons can reduce—but not increase—the amount of money requested. The House votes money for one year only, specifies what it must be used for, and any left over at the end of that year must normally be returned to the Exchequer. The Government presents its annual Estimates—its forecast of the amount of money needed to run the country for the forthcoming year—early each year, and these Estimates are broken down into Classes (dealing with groups of Departments) and further into Votes, which set out in greater detail how the money is going to be spent. These Estimates go before the Committee of Supply for their agreement, and after the House has consented to the report of this Committee, the Committee of Ways and Means authorises the expenditure out of the Consolidated Fund, and the House passes the Consolidated Fund (Appropriation) Bill which sets the legislative seal on the whole process. The Commons not only vote the money to the Government; they also set up various Select Committees2 to see that it is spent properly.

			Great Britain is ruled by “Her Majesty’s Government.” In theory, the Queen could invite anyone she wished to become her Prime Minister and form a Government, but in fact she invites the Leader of the political party in the House of Commons which commands the support of a majority of its Members. Most of the Ministers in the Government are Members of the House of Commons, answerable to that House for their actions and policies. If the Commons withdraw their confidence from a Government it could no longer serve Her Majesty, as it could not guarantee the passing of legislation nor the granting of the money necessary for the administration of the country. The Commons are, therefore, in the position of controlling the Government without actually being the Government. Their principal duties are to advise, criticise, and supervise.

			The second largest collection of Members of the House form “Her Majesty’s Opposition,” and their Leader has a salary from the Consolidated Fund. This body of men and women is in effect the alternative Government, prepared to form an Administration when it has a majority of Members in the House; it is guided by a “Shadow Cabinet,” composed of persons who are likely to hold office when their party has a majority in the House and forms the Government. “The function of an Opposition is to oppose, and not to support, the Government,” Lord Randolph Churchill once declared, but the conduct of the Opposition differs wildly under different circumstances. There have been many occasions when the gap between the Government and Opposition has seemed to be very small, and there have been others when deep emotions of mutual distrust and animosity have poisoned the atmosphere of the House. A good Opposition is alert and critical of the Government, but not merely hostile for the sake of hostility.

			The House has secured certain privileges for itself and its Members which are, in effect, powers. It has the right to provide for its own composition in that it can issue writs for by-elections to fill vacancies caused by the death or resignation3 of Members, and it is the judge of whether Members are qualified to sit in the House. It has complete control over its own affairs and procedure, and can expel or suspend Members who offend against its rules, and can imprison, fine, or severely reprimand persons who infringe its Privileges or treat it with contempt. But the House does not interfere with the course of justice in the Law Courts, nor does the Government, and this is an important voluntary limitation to the powers of the House. If a matter is sub judice, in other words, before the Law Courts, the House does not debate it.

			The powers of the Commons do not rest solely upon written laws: they principally repose in unwritten laws of convention, and it is when these conventions are defied—as happened when the Lords rejected the Finance Bill (the Budget) in 1909—that the Commons turn to legislation to establish their rights. There is no law, for example, which says that the Prime Minister must be a Member of the House of Commons, but there has not been one outside it since Lord Salisbury resigned in 1902, and it is very difficult to imagine that there will ever be another.

			It is by persuasion and criticism, as much as by Resolutions, Bills, or Divisions, that the Commons affect the administration of the country. What is called “the mood of the House” can be a very important factor. A Minister may find himself under hot fire from Members on both sides of the House on a particular matter, either at Question Time or in debate, and the House can make life extremely unpleasant for a Minister who, it feels, is not “coming clean.” The tone of the questioners becomes distinctly less polite, the growls of the discontented Members grow in volume until the dreaded chant “Resign!” is heard, while the hapless recipient of this anger is assailed with interjections when he tries to reply. A Minister who cannot handle this kind of situation in the House stands little chance of keeping his job for very long. His supporters, sitting behind him in serried ranks, will not relish the spectacle of one of their leaders being crushed in argument, and he will be written down as a liability. “He was tried in the fire and was found wanting” is not an uncommon epitaph on an unsuccessful Ministerial career. A grim silence from his own supporters can be as eloquent as actual opposition to a Minister in difficulties at the Dispatch Box. A Minister was once asked if he appreciated the silent hostility of his supporters—sitting, of course, behind him—to a statement he had made in the House; “I could feel it through the back of my neck,” he replied. A wise Minister will reserve his appeals to his colleagues for really important matters; on subjects of lesser importance, a graceful concession at an early stage is usually preferable to an unnecessary and damaging Parliamentary storm. The House of Commons can be terrifyingly cruel when angered, and this occasional harshness is calculated to keep Ministers on their toes and make them wary of offending the House.

			If the Government is determined on a particular course, and can secure their full majority in the House, the Opposition can only hope to delay the inevitable. “Majorities must rule, but minorities have their rights,” is the unwritten law of the British democracy, and the Government which tries to bludgeon the House of Commons or treat it with contempt would court disaster. People tend to exaggerate the effect of Party control on backbench Members of Parliament; the House of Commons has a very strong collective spirit, and is as proud as the devil.

			The great power which the Commons has over the Government is that the Minister who makes the decision has to come to the Dispatch Box and explain his reasons. He can then be questioned by Members, praised, criticised or attacked; a Motion of Censure on his decision, can be “tabled” by the Opposition, and, by convention, must be debated as soon as possible. The Minister represents a large Department of many Civil Servants, who cannot be questioned about their conduct by Parliament on matters of policy, but the Minister can; he is responsible for all the acts of his Department, even if he had no knowledge of some of them. The villagers of Little Middling ask for a Post Office; the officials at the Ministry say that they cannot have one, as they have a perfectly good Post Office five miles away at Greater Middling. The Member in whose constituency the village lies is asked to raise the matter in the House; he puts down a Question, and the Postmaster-General asks his officials for the details of the controversy. If they have made a serious mistake, and have put the Minister in the wrong, he must take the responsibility. He can issue a severe reprimand to the officials privately, but in the eyes of the House of Commons he is the man responsible; any attempt to shuffle off this responsibility on to his Civil Servants would infuriate the House. Civil Servants who are incompetent or who place the Minister in an impossible position in the House can be persuaded to resign or are removed to positions of less importance, but it must be made absolutely clear that it is the Minister who is responsible to the House of Commons for the errors of his officials. In 1954 there occurred what was popularly called the Crichel Down Case, when it was discovered that certain officials of the Ministry of Agriculture had behaved in a particularly disagreeable manner over some land in Dorset. The Minister was closely questioned in the House, and after an Inquiry had been held, which strongly criticised the officials, it was the Minister who resigned, as the man responsible for the sins of his Ministry.

			The House of Commons possesses another power, which is not usually appreciated. The Prime Minister chooses his own Ministers, some of whom have to be in the House of Lords, but of whom the majority are in the Commons. To be a Minister, therefore, it is essential for all but a very few people to be Members of the House of Commons, and to have made their impact upon the House. However influential a man may be within his own party, it is on the floor of the House that he must prove himself. It is the most competitive place on earth, and, being comparatively small, men eye each other with such narrowness that exceptional qualities of perseverance, application, ability and courage are demanded. The history of the House of Commons is littered with the relics of promising careers which have been destroyed under the concentrated parliamentary arc-light. The silver-tongued street-corner orator, the brilliant but shifty lawyer, the skilful and ambitious party politician, the pompous and opinionated successful business-man, the self-satisfied and long-winded ex-Lord Mayor, all are cut down to size. A fine reputation outside Westminster can be a positive disadvantage, for the House has its own standards, and by them everyone is mercilessly judged. In a curious, roundabout manner, this is one of the greatest powers of the House of Commons—that of discovering and discarding the charlatan, so that he will never be in a position to control the destinies of the country.

			The growth of party organisation in the House of Commons in the last hundred years is an example of the fact that the Commons is the seat of power. Men and women group themselves together in political parties to achieve certain objects. They do not necessarily agree upon everything, but they are united on certain basic principles. The House of Commons is the stage on which the struggle for power is waged between these contending factions. Inevitably, there are individuals on the fringes of every political party who have few deep feelings on principles but who are intent solely upon their own careers; the party is a vehicle for their ambitions, and provides them with the opportunity of power. There are also those people who despise political slanging matches and who are public servants in the very highest sense of the phrase.

			The vital importance of organising his followers into a coherent group was first appreciated in the modern sense by the Irish leader, Charles Stewart Parnell, in the late 1870’s and 1880’s. He ruled his Irish Home Rule party with a rod of iron, and those Members who did not accept his leadership were ruthlessly rejected by the Irish electorate. By 1885 the Parnellite “label” was indispensable for any Irish Nationalist who wished to enter the House of Commons and stay there.

			The party system is now a firmly entrenched feature of the life of the House of Commons. In return for the support of the individual Member, the party assists him in a variety of ways, from paying for his election expenses to providing him with research facilities. The party will tolerate the occasional defection and difference of opinion, but will not—and, indeed, cannot—allow a Member who is causing damage to it to remain under the party “umbrella.” The power which the party possesses is, therefore, very great. If it withdraws its support from a Member, this will almost certainly lead to his political extinction; so far as the House of Commons is concerned, he will simply disappear at the next election, and, as Disraeli once remarked with laconic truth, “The first requisite for success in the House of Commons is to be there.” The party does not have to resort to extreme measures very often, for the rules are well understood by Members, who shape their conduct accordingly.

			It is often said that the party system weakens the power of the Commons: it has certainly reduced the freedom of Members, but it is difficult to see how it affects the power of the Commons. Indeed, the fact that the Opposition can co-ordinate its actions and provide facilities for research is a very definite element in the Commons’ role of supervising, advising, and criticising the Government, which has all the facilities of the Civil Service behind it.

			Without the confidence and support of the House of Commons the Government of the country could not be carried on; this is the measure of the strength of the powers of the Commons. They control finance, in that they must approve it; their assent is required for legislation; they demand the right to insist that the men who make policy should defend it to them. The House of Commons is not a debating society; it is the seat of power. “Parliament,” the late Lord Birkenhead once said, “is the microcosm of the talent of Great Britain; and no man conscious of great powers should ever, willingly, be excluded from it.”

			

			
				
					1 As a result of the Parliament Act of 1911. The Lords had rejected the Finance Bill of 1909, and the Parliament Act was the result of a long and bitter controversy between the two political parties and both Houses.

				

				
					2 See Chapter Eight.

				

				
					3 A Member may not resign his seat in the course of a Parliament, but can apply for the title of “Steward of the Chiltern Hundreds”, or, if that post is filled, as “Steward of the Manor of Northstead”. His request is always accepted, and his appointment means that he has accepted “an office of profit under the Crown”—although the duties are negligible—and thereby automatically vacates his seat.

				

			

		

	
		
			chapter two

			The Chamber of the House

			There has been a Royal Palace at Westminster since the reign of King Edward the Confessor. The outstanding features of the old palace were Westminster Hall, begun in the eleventh century in the reign of William II, and St. Stephen’s Chapel, founded by Edward I and completed about 1350. Whereas Westminster Hall was massy, impressive, and gloomy, St. Stephen’s—which was built at a right angle to the Hall, facing the River Thames—was tall, airy, delicate, and most richly ornamented. It was about ninety feet long, thirty feet wide inside, and over ninety feet tall, and was built on two floors. On the ground floor the servants and attendants of the Court worshipped, while the King and his more important courtiers used the main chapel above it. Around the stolid Westminster Hall and the lofty St. Stephen’s there clustered an extraordinary variety of buildings, some beautiful, some mean, in which were housed the offices of the central government and the law courts. By the reign of Henry VIII the machinery of government had long outgrown the conglomeration of ill-assorted buildings which huddled round the Hall and Chapel and fringed the unbanked and fast-flowing Thames, and much of it was removed to Whitehall Palace.

			Since the Commons had first begun to grow in importance in the fourteenth century they had held their meetings in various places near, and at times in, the Palace of Westminster. In 1341—when St. Stephen’s was nearing completion—they met in the Painted Chamber, which was a small room to the south of Westminster Hall, and in 1352 they occupied the Chapter House of the Abbey for their deliberations. In 1368 they are discovered in the Little Hall, another chamber in the Palace, but in 1376 the Chapter House is described as “their former place,” and they appear to have met here until 1395, when they moved to the Refectory of the Abbey for twenty years or so, and then there occurs a complete gap in our records.

			It is probable that the Commons had been agitating for their own home for some time when Henry VIII’s reign closed, for they were exercising a steadily increasing influence, of which they were not unconscious. In 1547 it was decided to accede to their requests, and the Protector Somerset, who ruled in the minority of the youthful Edward VI, handed over St. Stephen’s Chapel to the Commons for their use. This decision to house a secular assembly in a consecrated chapel was in the spirit of post-Reformation England, and St. Stephen’s itself had lain deserted for several years, with no services conducted and with its once considerable wealth confiscated. From this decision, which may have stemmed partly from expediency and partly from malice, the history of the modern House of Commons may be said to begin.

			The Commons entered the upper chapel to find that it was still set up as a chapel, with choir-stalls on either side and the altar at the head of the altar steps beneath a large east window. The choir was divided from a small ante-chapel by a carved wooden screen, which had a door in the middle. The Members sat in the choir-stalls, looking across the floor at each other, they removed the altar and put the Speaker’s chair in its place, they put a table and chair for the Clerk at the foot of the altar steps, and they called the ante-chapel the Lobby. The visitor looking down from the galleries on to the present House of Commons is regarding an extension and enlargement of the arrangements discovered by the Members in 1547 when they took possession of the upper chapel of St. Stephen’s. An account by an eyewitness of the House in 1571 reveals how little it has changed down the centuries.

			This House is framed and made like unto a theatre, being four rows of seats one above another, round about the House. At the higher end, in the middle of the lowest row, is a seat made for the Speaker, where he is appointed to sit; and before him sitteth the Clerk of the House, having a little board before him to write and lay his books upon. Upon the lower row, next to the Speaker, sit all such of Queen’s Privy Council and head officers as be knights or burgesses for that House; but after, everyone sitteth as he cometh, no difference being there held of any degree, because each man in that place is of like calling.

			As the years passed the chapel went through many alterations. The choir-stalls were replaced by benches, which also ran behind the Speaker’s Chair so that when the House was full the Speaker seemed to rise out of a lapping sea of faces; the beautiful paintings and statues were covered with tapestries, and in some cases were actually defaced; at some time in the early part of the seventeenth century the roof was lowered, and the large east window went through a series of “improvements.” But the basic structure of the House was unaltered; the Chamber was astonishingly small—sixty feet long and thirty feet wide—and was reached through Westminster Hall and up a staircase which led into the Lobby.

			The seventeenth century witnessed the decisive emergence of the House of Commons to its position of eminence over the Sovereign and the Lords, and throughout the tangled and dramatic events of the century one must envisage the narrow inconvenient little chapel where rested the new repository of power in the land. It was in this chapel that the Grand Remonstrance was passed by one vote after a tense and harsh debate; it was to this place that Charles I and his soldiers came in 1642 to demand the five Members who had incurred his wrath, and where Cromwell brought his troops to clear the House and summarily end the “Rump” Parliament.

			St. Stephen’s Chapel was virtually the only facility possessed by the House, as the Palace of Westminster contained many of the various courts of law—and continued to do so until the middle of the nineteenth century—and other offices of the executive government, and in the reign of Queen Elizabeth a host of private houses, shops, taverns, ale-houses and small, unhealthy alleyways sprang up and added to the already considerable congestion round the great Hall and St. Stephen’s. Towards the end of the seventeenth century a determined attempt was made to improve conditions in the House itself, which was bitterly cold in winter, suffocatingly hot in summer, and dreadfully overcrowded whenever an important debate was in progress. Sir Christopher Wren, then Surveyor-General of His Majesty’s Works, supervised the changes, which consisted of a further lowering of the ceiling, the provision of narrow galleries running along each side of the chapel and one facing the Speaker’s Chair, the covering of the stone walls with wooden panelling, and another alteration of the east window, this time into three graceful rounded windows. A narrow gallery outside the chapel behind the Speaker’s Chair was also built, and it was in this passage that the younger Pitt, recovering from an excess of port, once vomited, while holding the door into the House open so that be could hear the speech of Charles James Fox. A visitor to England towards the end of the eighteenth century came to St. Stephen’s and recorded his impressions.

			I now, for the first time saw the whole of the British nation assembled in its representatives, in a rather mean-looking building that not a little resembles a chapel. The Speaker, an elderly man dressed in an enormous wig with two knotted curls behind and a black cloak, with a hat on his head,4 sat opposite me on a lofty chair. The Members have nothing particular in their dress. They even come into the House in their great-coats and with boots and spurs. It is not at all uncommon to see a member lying stretched out on one of the benches while others are debating; some crack nuts, others eat oranges or whatever else is in season. Two shorthand writers sat not far from me, who endeavoured to take down the words of the speakers; and thus all that is very remarkable may generally be read in print next day.

			Wren’s alterations did little to affect the principal defect of St. Stephen’s, which was that it was itself far too small and that the offices of the House were woefully inadequate. The Act of Union of 1800, which sent over a hundred Irish Members to Westminster, made the problem even more acute. It was partly solved by knocking down the thick walls between the pillars of the old chapel, replacing them with thinner ones, and thus achieving an increase of seats. But this ingenious plan barely touched the real problem. For an example of the wretchedly inadequate accommodation available to Members, there were only two committee rooms over the cloisters of the chapel, each of which was twenty feet square and could only be reached by a narrow spiral staircase. Until the 1790’s the Clerks had virtually no space for their records and papers, and the Commons did not have a library of any kind until 1818. Three schemes for the complete rebuilding of the accommodation of the House were prepared (in 1735 and 1739 by William Kent, and in 1793 by Sir John Soane) but nothing was done. Although rooms for the Speaker, the Clerks and the Serjeant at Arms were provided in the 1790’s, the situation was still so desperate that in 1801 Hatsell, the Clerk of the House, wrote, “But all these great manœuvres I leave, as I do matters of higher import, to the Gods, who must make Peace, or continue the war, and must find a new set of Committee Rooms.” The few improvements effected left the House and its offices unhealthily cramped, insanitary and grossly overcrowded. “Why are we squeezed into so small a space that it is absolutely impossible that there should be calm and regular discussion, even from that circumstance alone?” William Cobbett demanded in 1833. “Why do we live in this hubbub? Why are we exposed to all these inconveniences? Why are 658 of us crammed into a space that allows to each of us no more than a foot and a half square, while, at the same time, each of the servants of the King, whom we pay, has a palace to live in, and more unoccupied space in that palace than the little hole into which we are all crammed to make the laws by which this great kingdom is governed?” A journalist was struck by the same fact.

			I shall not soon forget the disappointment which I experienced on the first sight of the interior of the House of Commons. I had been told that it but ill accorded with the dignity of what has been termed the first assembly of gentlemen in the world, or with the importance of the subjects on which they were convened to legislate. But I was not at all prepared for such a place as I then beheld. It was dark, gloomy, and badly ventilated, and so small that no more than four hundred out of the six hundred and fifty-eight members could be accommodated in it with any measure of comfort. When an important debate occurred . . . the members were really to be pitied; they were literally crammed together, and the heat of the house rendered it in some degree a second edition of the Black Hole of Calcutta. On either side there was a gallery, every corner of which was occupied by legislators; and many, not being able to get even standing room, were obliged to lounge in the refreshment apartments adjoining St. Stephen’s, until the division—when they rushed to the voting room in as much haste as if the place they had quitted had been on fire.5

			The accommodation provided for visitors was no better, consisting of a few benches in the gallery facing the Speaker, and they could only use this cramped space if they had an order signed by a Member or if they gave the doorkeeper half-a-crown. Press reporters had the back bench in the gallery reserved for them, and paid three guineas a session for this privilege to the doorkeeper. Women were not allowed into the galleries at all; this arose from an incident in 1778 when a Member called attention to the presence of Strangers; the galleries were ordered to be cleared, but several women refused to leave, and held up the business of the House for nearly two hours before they were removed. The ban against women was so severe after this incident that even wives of Members had to disguise themselves as men to enter the galleries—Sheridan’s wife was one who did this—or they were allowed to go into the garret over the Chamber and peer down through the hole which was cut in the roof of the House to let the fumes escape from the large chandelier. “The smoke of the candles, and the heated atmosphere they inhaled, combined with the awkwardness of the position they were obliged to assume, made the situation so very unpleasant that few remained long in it,” Grant has recorded. “Those only who were anxious to hear their husbands, or brothers, or lovers, make some expected oration, had the fortitude to endure the semi-martyrdom of remaining many minutes in such a place.”
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