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made that he accept a peerage, Grenville arguing that his acceptance 
was 'the only means' by which the government could continue on its 
existing basis in terms of the balance between the Grenvilles and 
the Foxites. 

Windham was not unnaturally taken aback by the proposal. He 
rejected the argument that Grenville's influence could be diminished 
by Fox's death and complained that his removal to the Lords would 
be personally and politically 'injurious' to him. There was 'no way', 
he added, 'in which the difficulty would not be solved more satis­
factorily to me than in the one proposed'. As Grenville could not 
force Windham into the Lords against his will and gave no thought 
to dismissing him, he was obliged to abandon the scheme. He resorted 
instead to persuading Tom to accept Howick's place at the 
Admiralty, a much less desirable step in Cabinet rank. It was these 
arrangements-Howick for Fox and Tom for Howick-that Grenville 
made the centrepiece of his proposals to the King on the twenty­
third of September, and which the King agreed without demur. 9 

Having failed to recruit Canning and to elevate Tom, Grenville 
retreated to dealing with several other exchanges and appoint­
ments. Thus Fitzwilliam retired at his own request from the Presi­
dency of the Council to become minister without portfolio. Sidmouth 
replaced Fitzwilliam at the Council and thereby vacated the Privy 
Seal. Grenville handed this to Lord Holland, Fox's nephew and the 
candidate that Fox had hoped would succeed him at the Foreign 
Office. In the lower ranks, where Grenville had hoped to accom­
modate Canning, Tierney, a Foxite, replaced Tom at the Board of 
Control and Bragge Bathurst, a Sidmouthite, became Master of the 
Mint. An offer to Whitbread to become of all things, Secretary at 
War, was not accepted. There were no additional Grenvillite appoint­
ments, Fremantle having been officially appointed Secretary to the 
Treasury nine days prior to Fox 's death. 

Thus the final solution to the reshuffle caused by Fox's illness 
and death was not entirely to Grenville's taste and had hardly increased 
the government's strength and authority. Ideally he had wanted the 
best of all worlds : to retain the confidence of the King; to satisfy the 
pretensions of his colleagues; to promote Tom in order to preserve 

9 This sequence of events can be traced in HMC Fortescue, viii. 316-18, 319-20, 3 3 7-8, 
340-3, 349-52 , 54 ; Court and Cabinets of George Ill , iv . 77 ; Add . MSS , 58962 ff. 47-8, 
Grenville to Moira, 22 Sept. 1806 ; 37847 ff. 119-20, Grenville to Windham, 18 Sept. 1806; 
and ff. 121-4, memo to the King; Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 21 Sept. 1806; Howick 
to Whitbread , 8 Sept. 1806. Buckingham was not alone in thinking Tom should become 
Foreign Secretary; Sidmouth also favoured him for that position, see Sidmouth MSS , 152M/ 
C1806/0Z , Sidmouth to C. Bragge Bathurst , 7 July 1806. It is curious that Grenville did 
not remove Petty who was not thought fit for his post. It is possible that it suited h im to 
have a Chancellor he could dominate , a not uncommon prime ministerial attitude. 

l 
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his own influence and placate Buckingham; and to broaden the base 
of the ministry and weaken the Opposition by recruiting Canning. 
He had sought too much too slowly, and without sufficient finesse. 
He succeeded in not antagonising the King, but had put some of his 
own colleagues on their guard : the Foxites by his ambitions for Tom; 
Sidmouth by the desire to recruit his arch-enemy, Canning; and 
Windham by telling him it was in the government's interest that he 
be kicked upstairs. He had only partially succeeded in elevating Tom 
and had thereby disappointed Buckingham. He had failed to recruit 
Canning and had left the latter bemused by his snail-like advances 
and by his apparent sudden change of heart on the question of 
treating with the Opposition. Overall the Ministry stood on almost 
exactly the same foundations as it had at the end of the last session. 
It was against this backcloth that the question arose of whether it 
could cope with the looming crisis in European affairs and the 
ravages of the Opposition in the next session of Parliament. To these 
issues Grenville now turned his attention. 

Grenville had supervised the government's diplomacy since the onset 
of Fox's illness, apparently at the specific request of his colleagues. 10 

The. centrepiece then was the negotiation at Paris conducted by Lord 
Yarmouth and later by Lord Lauderdale as a result of Yarmouth's 
recall for speculating in the funds. The government's position was 
that the negotiation should proceed on the basis of uti possidetis, 
Grenville and Fox having made it clear that these should include 
the interests of Britain's allies, Sweden, Portugal, and most impor­
tantly, Russia. They therefore sought a general peace in which, 
inter alia, Russia's interests in the Balkans would be recognised and 
so provide a barrier to French penetration into the Turkish Empire 
and perhaps beyond. Hence the insistence that Sicily, the province 
of Ferdinand IV, the Tsar's ally, be included in uti possidetis; and the 
decision to dispatch a force there to hold the island. The latter served 
as both a means of convincing Russia of the government's good faith; 
as an insurance policy if the Tsar decided to go his own way; and as 
a possible means to support Austrian interests in Italy if she decided 
to reject the terms of Press burg. 

However the Sicilian expedition was not the only active element 
in military strategy. The government was also considering shoring up 
Portugese resistance to a threatened Franco-Spanish invasion, using 
as a basis the naval supremacy in the Mediterranean secured by 
Nelson. In addition there was the question of plans prepared and 

10 HMC Fortescue, viii. 287-8 ; Add. MSS, 59387 f. 128, Grenville to the Duke of 
Argyll , 11Sept. 1806. 
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aborted by Pitt in 1804-5 to deploy a force under Sir Home Popham 
to attack Spanish possessions in South America. As far as was known 
Popham's force was still at the Cape, the capture of which had been 
his primary task, but South American adventures were still live in 
the War Office and Admiralty. Indeed there was some hope that 
a small expedition under the command of General Miranda might 
have captured the Spanish base of Caracas. Thus when Grenville 
assumed control, the search for a diplomatic settlement in Europe 
was mixed with the desire to prevent French penetration in the 
Middle East and to frustrate the Franco-Spanish alliance. 

During the next three months-from early July to early October 
-Grenville was inclined to pursue the same mix of policies. He was 
convinced that France would refuse to include the interests of 
Britain's allies in a peace settlement and that negotiations would 
break down on this point. He could also see little prospect of an 
effective coalition being formed given that Prussia was in alliance 
with the enemy and Austria was hors de combat. He was therefore 
primarily interested in countering an increase in French power by 
defensive and offensive expeditions. 

Thus throughout this period Grenville, in collaboration with 
Windham, was considering reinforcing the Sicilian and other Medi­
terranean garrisons with a view to resisting any further French 
advances in the Balkans if and when the Paris negotiations broke 
down. 11 This consideration was to lead, following the renewal of 
the war in central Europe in October, to the decisions to send one 
expedition to the Dardanelles in support of the Tsar; and another to 
Alexandria to prevent a French occupation of Egypt. 12 From 1799 
to 1800 Grenville had argued against deploying Mediterranean forces 
for the defence of the Turkish Empire on the grounds that there was 
a chance of winning the war by using them to support the Austrian 
army in the Riviera. That opportunity no longer seemed to exist 
with the result that he took up where Dundas had left off. As he 
minuted on the fifteenth of July: 'the integrity' of the Turkish 
Empire was 'a principal object of the policy both of Great Britain 
and Russia'. 13 

He showed an even greater interest in the Americas. One theme 
of this was continuous with his policy in the 1 790s when he had 
sought a rapprochement with the United States. Since the signing 
of the Jay Treaty of 1794, however, relations between the two 

11 HMC Fortescue, viii. 250, 253 Grenville to Elliot, 1Aug.1806, 309-10, 312-13. 
12 For an authoritative treaonent of these two expeditions see P. Mackesy, The War 

in the Mediterranean 1803-1810, Book Two, partic. 149-50, 159-61, 183-5. 
13 HMC Fortescue, viii. 235-6; the authors of Cabinet minutes usually recorded their 

name last. 
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countries had deteriorated due to the effect of the economic war on 
neutral shipping. The government had gone some way to repair this 
with the American Intercourse Act which allowed their merchants 
to trade with the West Indian colonies but American grievances were 
so strong that they led to a non-importation order against British 
goods to take effect in November. In response to this threat and in 
deference to Fox's interest in a settlement Grenville therefore 
requested Lords Holland and Auckland to negotiate a new com­
mercial treaty, a request that was fulfilled to the government's 
satisfaction on the thirty-first of December. 14 

The other theme was certainly not continuous. In the late 1 790s 
Pitt and Dundas had both given positive consideration to the occupa­
tion of parts of the Spanish Americas for the some complex of 
reasons that had inspired the seizure of Dutch colonies. Grenville 
had then opposed the idea: partly on moral grounds; and partly on 
strategic. 15 In the summer and autumn of 1806, however, he reversed 
his thinking and became an enthusiast for South American expedi­
tions. The reasons for this reversal are not hard to determine. Per­
sonal factors played a part. Some of his relations were keen on the 
idea and so too was Sir Arthur Wellesley, whom Grenville brought 
into . Parliament in April to defend Lord Wellesley's conduct in 
India and who became his unofficial military adviser. 16 There was 
also an obvious economic motive in acquiring bullion and cutting 
off supplies to France. Perhaps the most compelling reason, however, 
was strategic. In the 1790s Grenville had believed that there was 
a chance that the war could be won in Europe and that it was there­
fore foolish to stretch resources as far afield as South America. In 
the summer of 1806, on the other hand, not only did France appear 
unbeatable on the plains of Europe but she was applying pressure 
on Portugal in order to acquire complete control of the Iberian 
peninsula. It therefore made strategic sense to influence Portugal 
and indeed Spain to resist, as was contemplated from late July 
to September;17 and also to counteract the possible creation of 
a French Atlantic empire by seizing some of its colonial depen­
dencies. This was probably the basic reason why Grenville made 
a deliberate effort to overcome his aversion to marauding overseas; 

14 HMC Fortescue, viii. 263; The journal of Lady Holland , ii. 173-4. 
15 See above, 248 and note 34 , 249-50. 
16 C. W. W. Wynn was an enthusiast for an expedition to Brazil, see Coedymaen MSS 

(504), C. W. W. Wynn's diary, sub. 7 Aug. 1806; for Wellesley's role see HMC Fortescue, 
viii. 159, 256-7, 353; Add. MSS, 58988 ff. 1-67. 

17 HMC Fortescue, viii. 250-1, 25 3, 259-60, 294; Add. MSS, 5902 7 ff. 139-40, Grenville 
to Lord Rosslyn, 14 Sept. 1806; Coedymaen MSS (504), C. W.W. Wynn's diary, sub. 1 Aug. 
1806; Wickham MSS, Bundle 18, Grenville to Wickham, 8 Aug. 1806. 
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and why he showed unswerving enthusiasm during the summer . and 
early autumn for a variety of South American expeditions. In July 
and August a small force was dispatched to La Plata under Colonel 
Sir Samuel Auchmuty and consideration given to an expedition to 
Brazil. 18 Later, in September, following news that Home Popham 
had made an unauthorised capture of Buenos Aires, he considered 
that 'all Spanish America' might 'fall into our hands' within twelve 
months. 19 Later still, in October and November, he was considering 
the reinforcement of Popham's position in the South and an assault 
on Mexico to the north. 20 

It was from this perspective then, that Grenville supervised the 
negotiations in Paris. He therefore continued to insist on any pacifi­
cation including the interests of Britain's allies but with little hope 
that this would be conceded. 21 A faint possibility of a settlement 
within this framework emerged when d'Oubril, the Russian envoy at 
Paris, signed a separate peace with Napoleon in which the King of 
Naples was required to surrender Sicily. Grenville sketched new 
terms making Corsica Sicily's replacement as a sine qua non, 22 but 
this became redundant when the Tsar repudiated the treaty in 
August on the grounds that it left Dalmatia in French hands. He and 
his colleagues therefore readopted the Tsar's negotiating position as 
part of their own and stiffened the latter by including Buenos Aires 
as a British possession. 23 By the time of Fox's death and the recon­
struction of the ministry, the Paris negotiations were deadlocked 
on the issue of a multilateral or bilateral peace and seemed likely 
to founder upon it. 

In the meantime there had been a deterioration in Franco-Prussian 
relations caused largely by Napoleon's formation of the Confedera­
tion of the Rhine in July. The Prussian government naturally regarded 
this as a threat to its interests and in August and early September 
made overtures to Britain with a view to forming an alliance to 
resist it. The overture confronted Grenville with a dilemma. He had 
considered the prospects for a continental coaliton as so remote as 
to justify an overseas strategy. Should he now change course in 
response to advances from a power whose motives and resolution he 
had always distrusted and continued to distrust? 24 As the days 

18 Coedymaen MSS, (504), C. W. W. Wynn's diary, sub. 1 Aug. 1806; Stowe MSS , 
STG Box 170(12), military memo, 7 Aug. 1806. 19 I-IMC Fortescue, viii. 367. 

20 Ibid. viii. 386-7; Court and Cabinets of George III, iv. 90-1; Add. MSS, 51530 ff. 
21-2, Grenville to Holland, 1 Nov. 1806. 

21 HMC Fortescue , viii. 2 3 5-6. 
22 Ibid. viii. 244-6, 305-7. 23 Ibid. viii. 366-8. 
24 See, for example, his letter to Howick on 27 Sept. 1806, Grey MSS, and I-IMC 

Fortescue, viii. 3 24-6. 
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slipped by he came reluctantly to the conclusion that the govern­
ment should at least explore the feasibility of supporting Prussia 
if she turned out to be in earnest. Various factors played a part. 
One was the attraction of an Anglo-Prussian rapprochement to the 
King who would thereby have the means to recover Hanover. Others 
were the pro-Prussian and pro-continental sympathies of some 
of his colleagues, most notably, Fitzwilliam, Sidmouth, Moira, and 
Howick. 25 Thus on the twentieth of September the Cabinet decided 
to open negotiations with Prussia for the restitution of Hanover and 
the establishment of a general concert. 26 By the first of October 
Grenville was anticipating the outbreak of war between Prussia 
and France and had decided that if Prussia fought with any vigour, the 
government was bound to send some assistance. Two days later he 
was studying, admittedly with his customary misgivings, the feas­
ibility of a Prussian subsidy and the sending of a British force to 
the continent. 27 In short he had allowed the government to drift 
into a position from which it might be involved in campaigns on 
three fronts: in the Southern Mediterranean; in South America; 
and in central Europe. 

It was at precisely this point that Grenville decided to strengthen 
the government by a general election. He had considered the policy 
on several previous occasions but now concluded that the political 
and diplomatic situations merited putting it into operation. 28 On the 
political front he was still unsure of the King's support and had failed 
to strengthen the government and weaken the Opposition by the 
admission of Canning and his friends. There was also the fact that if 
he chose not to dissolve, the government would have to confront the 
next session not only without Fox but also for a period without 
Howick, Tom, and Tierney, three key ministers who would be obliged 
to seek re-election as a result of their new appointments. He there­
fore concluded that a general election was desirable from a political 
point of view: first, because by securing the King's agreement to 
a dissolution, it would signify his approbation of the ministry; 

25 HMC Fortescue, viii. 356, 401; Add. MSS, 58962 ff. 49-52, Moira to Grenville, 
23 Sept. 1806; Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 11 Oct. 1806. 

26 A. Aspinall, The Later Corr. of George III, iv. (470-3), 3298, 3299. Grenville first 
thought of Petty as the special envoy, an extraordinary choice and one that Lord Holland 
strongly disapproved, Bowood MSS, Holland to Petty, no date, but [Sept. 1806]. In the end 
Lord Morpeth, a Grenvillite, was chosen . 

27 HMC Fortescue, viii. 353 Grenville to Windham, 23 Sept. 1806, 368-9; Grey MSS, 
Grenville to Howick, 3, 11, 19 Oct. 1806. 

28 On 22 July, for example, Buckingham had written to W. H. Fremantle, 'you will of 
course converse most fully with Lord Temple on the points respecting a possible dissolution 
on which at Lord Grenville's desire he has prepared himself with much trouble', Fremantle 
MSS. 
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second, because it would enable the government to increase its 
numerical superiority over the Opposition; and third, because he 
would be able to present a full Treasury Bench to the Commons. 

It also appeared desirable in the light of the diplomatic crisis. 
The possible breakdown of the Paris talks and the decision to take 
Prussia's side in a renewed war would require explanation and 
justification in Parliament. Grenville's natural caution led him to 
conclude that this was best done in a Parliament in which he and 
his colleagues were absolutely confident of their strength, or at 
least more confident than they would be with a Parliament that had 
been elected under different auspices in 1802. 29 Thus on the first 
of October he informed Lauderdale that it was likely that Parlia­
ment would be dissolved before Christmas30 and on the following 
day told the Lord Advocate that elections might take place in 
November and that the new Parliament would meet early in 
January. 31 At this stage he favoured a relatively leisurely progress 
towards the political security he had looked for since first hearing 
of Fox's illness. 

Complications then arose. The Cabinet met on the third of October 
and on reviewing the situation discovered that there might be insuf­
ficient reserves in the Treasury to tide the government over the 
expected period of dissolution. Parliament would have to meet 
earlier than January in order to vote supplies, particularly if the 
costs of further expeditions or subsidies were included amongst 
them. The projected dissolution was therefore abandoned, it being 
decided that the existing Parliament would reconvene on the twenty­
seventh of November. 32 The pendulum then swung the other way. 
Within a few days Grenville learnt that the King of Prussia had 
issued an ultimatum to Napoleon and that a renewal of the war was 
imminent. Moreover on the eighth of October he discovered that the 
Paris peace talks had at last collapsed over the issue of Sicily. 

These developments strengthened the case for a dissolution and 
brought it under consideration once again. The problem boiled down 
to one of timing. The government proposed to confront the existing 
Parliament on the twenty-seventh of November. If it sought an 
immediate dissolution and held a rapid election, a new Parliament 
could meet by mid-December. The questions then arose of whether 

29 Lord Holland wrote later that it was Grenville's strong propensity 'at all times to 
make sure , doubly sure', Holland Memoirs, i. 92. 

30 HMC Fortescue, viii. 368-9. 
31 Add. MSS, 58953 ff. 154-5, Grenville to the Lord Advocate, 2 Oct. 1806. 
32 Add. MSS, 58954 ff. 37-8, Grenville to Charles Abbot, 4 Oct. 1806; Sidmouth MSS, 

152M/C1806/0Z, Sidmouth to Bragge B'athurst, 3 Oct. 1806; Grey MSS, Grenville to 
Howick, 3 Oct. 1806; Castle Howard MSS, Lord Holland to Lord Morpeth, 15 Oct. [ 1806 I . 
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there was sufficient money in the Treasury to tide the government 
over the interval (between the twenty-seventh of November and mid­
December); and whether there would be time for Parliament to meet 
and vote the necessary money bills and army issues by early January. 
On the eighth of October Grenville thought not, but having reviewed 
the situation with the Speaker and Wickham on the 10th and 11th, 
he eventually decided that there was both money and time. 33 More­
over there was probably now another factor in Grenville's mind that 
prompted haste. The rumours of a dissolution had reached the ears 
of leading Pittites and on the eleventh of October the King paid 
a visit to Bulstrode, the home of their titular head, the Duke of 
Portland. Although evidently no discussion of a dissolution and its 
implications took place, it would have been natural for Grenville 
to have concluded that it had. If so he may have suspected the 
stirrings of a plot to replace the government on the issue. If these 
were his thoughts they would have suggested that he should act 
quickly. 34 He therefore summoned a Cabinet on the twelfth which, 
having heard of his findings on the financial and foreign fronts, 
decided to recommend an immediate dissolution to the King. 

Political and diplomatic considerations had persuaded Grenville 
to embark upon an election and a worsening of the situation on both 
fronts had persuaded him to embark upon it quickly. In that respect 
it was to be a precipitate election. As the political considerations 
could not be easily mentioned to the King when making his request 
for a dissolution, especially as the government had never lacked 
majorities in the existing House, he justified haste by ref erring to an 
active canvass being conducted by the Opposition and to the con­
tinental situation. The first point was persiflage and was probably 
seen as such by the King. 35 The latter therefore gave his consent 
to a dissolution on the thirteenth of October in the most grudging 
terms. 36 It was an ominous sign. 

Grenville now embarked upon the final stage of his protracted 
attempt to strengthen the ministry. He did so against the back­
ground of increasingly depressing news from the continent. On the 
ninth of October the King of Prussia had declared war on France 
and on the 14th saw a crushing defeat inflicted on his forces at 

33 HMC Fortescue, viii. 379-80 , 382-4; Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 85; Add. 
MSS, 58954 f. 41, Grenville to Charles Abbot, 8 Oct. 1806; Colchester Diary , ii. 78. 

34 I am indebted to V. E. Chancellor, 'The Ministry of All the Talents', 1 73-7, for con­
vincing me of the importance of this aspect. Eldon's reply to the letter from Lord Redesdale 
mentioned in Twiss, Life of Eldon, ii. 12 can be found in Redesdale MSS, D 2002/Cll, 
10 Oct. 1806. 

35 It is important to note that Grenville justified the dissolution to Buckingham in terms 
of the continental situation, Court and Cabinets of George Ill , iv. 85. 

36 HMC Fortescue, viii. 382. 
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Jena. Within a fortnight French troops had occupied Berlin. In addi­
tion fresh intelligence was received detailing French attempts to 
detach Turkey from its alliances with Britain and Russia. The govern­
ment responded by reinforcing the fleet in the Mediterranean and the 
Adriatic, but feared that portions of Turkey as well as Holstein, 
Pomerania, and Poland would soon fall under French control. 

Grenville, although naturally depressed by this news, devoted 
himself painstakingly to managing the election. Indeed he was con­
sumed by the subject and as had been the case in other theatres of 
the government's activity, was exceptionally active in terms of con­
sultation and correspondence. 37 The scale of his activity was due 
in part to the policy he decided to adopt towards the election. Thus 
in order to keep the government resting on as broad a political base 
as possible, he tried to use the influence and patronage at his disposal 
i1:1 a conciliatory and non-partisan manner. In practice this neces­
sit~ted a great deal of complicated manceuvering between rival 
claimants and resulted in three particular lines of approach. First, 
an unwillingness to disturb established interests in the constituencies 
unless they were openly hostile to the government and especially if 
they represented 'great families'. 38 Second, a cautious and moderate 
deployment of the government's influence in those constituencies 
where it was of considerable significance-for example, through 
being an employer. And third, a refusal to purchase seats at any 
price. Thus Grenville sought to restrict himself to bargaining with 
borough proprietors who were in sympathy with government policy 
as opposed to those who were merely interested in a profit or an 
honour. 

As a me.ans of conciliation the policy did not work particularly 
well. Despite Grenville's efforts, sufficient exertion was made on 
behalf of selected government partisans to offend the Pittites who 
we~e already s1!1arting as a result of the King's granting a dissolution. 
This was particularly the case in Scotland where Lord Melville 
claimed that a vendetta had been pursued against him; and also in the 
Hampshire constituencies of Christchurch and Southampton where 
George Rose was the victim of Treasury influence. 39 Moreover there 
was cons~derable grumbling from within the ranks of the government. 
The Fox1tes therefore resented the advantage that was given to those 

37 This point, which is illustrated by Grenville's papers, is confirmed by M. G. Hinton's 
exhaustive examination of the election, 'The General Elections of 1806 and 1807', partic. 
193-204, 223-33. The statements that follow are based upon his work. 

38 Add. MSS, 58962 f. 55, Grenville to Moira, 22 Oct. 1806. 
39 

Pretyman MSS, HA119: Tl08/44/5, George Rose to the Bishop of Lincoln, 18 Nov. 
1806; Add. MSS, 5 9003 ff. 90-3, Grenville to the Bishop of Lincoln, 27 Dec. 1806; Melville 
MSS, GD51/1/195/20, Melville to Robert Dundas, 7 Jan. 1807. 
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they described contemptuously as 'sunshine supporters'. More 
ominously Sidmouth's party did not fare well and lost about twelve 
of their thirty or so seats. When this was added to the King's refusal 
to make his customary donation to his ministers' election expenses, 
it can readily be seen that the cause of harmony within the govern­
ment, and between the government, the Court, and the Pittites, had 
hardly been advanced. 

On the other hand when the results emerged in late November, 
Grenville concluded that the government had been strengthened 
numerically. 'Our elections have gone most prosperously', he informed 
Carysfort, 'I really think I am not sanguine in calculating the pros 
at 480 (perhaps I might say 500) out of 658. This leaves about 120 
cons and the rest doubtful or neuter.'40 A little later (on the second 
of December) he repeated approximately the same figures to 
Auckland.41 Unfortunately it is difficult to test his conclusions as 
only one division list survives for his period of office in the new 
Parliament and that contains only fifty-nine names. Research sug­
gests, however, that he was not far from the mark. Thus the most 
recent study of the 1806 election concludes that the government 
could count on about 350 supporters, the Opposition around 100 
and .that the 230 or so independents or neutrals might have divided 
2: 1 in the government's favour. It would therefore seem that the 
government increased its majority over the Opposition by between 
20 to 30 votes. 42 Grenville had consequently increased the numerical 
strength of the government but at the cost of giving offence to the 
King and the Pittites. 

40 Add. MSS, 58893 f. 32, Grenville to Carysfort, 24 Nov. 1806. 
41 HMC Fortescue , viii, 455-6. 
42 I am indebted to Roland Thorne of the History of Parliament Trust for this informa­

tion which will appear in printed form in his forthcoming edition of the History of Parlia­
ment, 1790-1820. 



The Collapse of the Ministry, 
November 1806-March 1807 

LE s s than four months after the successes of the general election, the 
ministry came to an end. The advantages Grenville had secured in 
terms of his strength in the Commons and in providing perhaps four 
to five years to develop policies to rally the country and bring the 
war to a successful conclusion, came to naught. Neither the 
Grenvilles nor the Foxites were to hold office until after the war 
was concluded in 1815 and, in the case of the Foxites, a long time 
after. 

The reasons for this are complex but it is difficult to escape the 
conclusion as far as Grenville was concerned that they lie partly in 
his increasing weariness with the burdens of office and partly in his 
gloomy reaction to domestic and foreign situations as they unfolded 
before him. On the personal front, his style of premiership began to 
take its toll. From the start he had been involved in nearly every 
aspect of the government's activities : with political mangement; 
with financial and military policy; and after Fox's death, with 
foreign affairs and with strengthening the government. The period 
between the collapse of the Paris talks and the conclusion of the 
election had been one of intense activity. From then on a note of 
increasing tiredness and despondency pervades his private corre­
spondence. This feeling cannot be separated from the course of 
events or from the increasing burden that fell on his shoulders in 
the first two months of 1807, but there is little doubt that it con­
tributed to the brittle and almost sacrificial manner in which he 
faced up to them. 

Significantly the one subject on which Grenville was least affected 
by these strains lay outside the mainstream of domestic and foreign 
policies: the slave trade. In the previous session he had moved 
cautiously along the path towards abolition and had to be prompted 
by Fox and Wilberforce into moving the general resolutions in favour 
of the necessary legislation which had passed through both Houses 
of the old Parliament in June. 1 The prospect of a general election, 

1 See above , 3 56-8. 
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however, determined him to be more adventurous. In the first place 
it seemed to signify the King's approbation of his ministers and this, 
perhaps, would persuade 'doubtfuls' to take the abolitionist side 
without fear of the Court's eternal displeasure. Secondly, it would 
enable Grenville to increase the government's majority and, just as 
important, to determine more accurately those who supported, and 
those who opposed the measure by referring to statements on 
the hustings. Finally he was encouraged by the probability that 
Wilberforce would win one of the seats for the influential Yorkshire 
constituency. He was in no position to make abolition a government 
measure because of the fear of arousing the King's opposition and 
that of Sidmouth and the other gradualists in the Cabinet. On the 
other hand he could feel reasonably sure that the election would 
increase his political authority and enable him to push through 
a non-government measure. Thus on the fifth of November, when 
the election returns were still trickling in and well before he could 
calculate the final results, he informed Wilberforce that he pro­
posed to introduce in the Lords 'a bill simply abolishing the trade 
and declaring the being engaged in it to be a misdemeanour punish­
able as such at law'. He then requested Wilberforce's decision 
(not advice) on whether a parallel motion should be introduced 
in the Commons. 2 

It was this almost precipitate proposal that sparked off the train 
of events that led to abolition. Wilberforce, who was returned for 
Yorkshire in a famous victory on the fifteenth of November, responded 
enthusiastically. Grenville, for his part, found that his expectations 
of an increased majority were fulfilled and no doubt took note 
of Sidrnouth's losses which diminished the potential anti-abolitionist 
vote. 3 They therefore decided to move forward to the drafting of 
a bill and to canvassing support for it in the new Parliament. 

Grenville's contribution in both these fields was substantial. He 
therefore took charge of the drafting and co-ordinated the con­
tributions of the legal brains in the government with those of 
Wilberforce and James Stephen. A draft was in circulation by the 
first of December and by the end of the month a complete version 
was sent to the Duke of Gloucester, the firm abolitionist at Court.4 

He also embarked on an intensive canvass of parliamentary opinion, 
2 Add. MSS, 58978 ff. 78-9 , Grenville to Wilberforce , 5 Nov. 1806 ; R. Anstey, The 

Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition , 391-3 where , however, he places too much 
emphasis on Grenville 's reaction to Sidmouth's losses in the election as these could not 
have been known to him at this stage. 

3 M. G. Hinton , 'The General Elections of 1806 and 1807 ', 236. 
4 

HMC Fortescue , viii . 454-5; Add . MSS , 58868 f . 1, Gloucester to Grenville, 31 Dec. 
1806. 



390 Book Three: 1801-1834 

again in collaboration with Wilberforce. His methods were not 
entirely adroit. He did nothing to take either the King or Sidmouth 
into his confidence and this probably increased the mixture of 
resentment and unease about Grenville's secretiveness on matters 
of contention. On the other hand he met with considerable success 
in the assembly he still dominated, the House of Lords. Thus on 
the third of February, a month after the bill's first reading, he was 
sure of at least fifty-six supporters and while not over-confident, 
was predicting a majority on the second reading two days later. 5 

The second reading was, in fact, a triumph. Grenville had made 
many good and some excellent speeches before but his contribution 
on this occasion proved to be one of his best. He took the argu­
ments of the pro-slavers-that abolition would ruin the West Indian 
planters; that it would give advantage to foreign competitors; and 
that gradual abolition was best-and demolished them one by one. 
He leaned heavily on the moral case, then turned to practicalities and 
finshed with some ringing words in reference to Wilberforce which 
ar worth quotation: 'I cannot conceive any consciousness more truly 
gratifying than must be enjoyed by that person, on finding a measure 
to which he has devoted the colour of his life, carried into effect­
a measure so truly benevolent, so admirably conducive to the virtuous 
prosperity of his country, and the welfare of mankind-a measure 
which will diffuse happiness amongst millions, now in existence, 
and for which his memory will be blessed by millions as yet unborn.' 6 

His efforts were well rewarded. The speech received widespread 
praise and the Lords voted for the bill by one hundred votes to 
thirty-six, a much greater majority than Grenville had dared hope. 7 

He then turned to the consolidation of this success. The bill 
required amendment before being introduced in the Commons 
and would then have to pass through the Lords once again. Grenville 
participated fully in the redrafting, and following its 'glorious' 
acceptance by the Commons by two hundred and eighty-three 
votes to sixteen (a victory due in no small measure to Howick), 
he steered it to its final acceptance by the Lords on the twenty-third 
of March. 8 In his final speech on the subject he followed his plaudits 

5 R. Anstey, The Atlantic Slave Trade and British Abolition , 393-4; Life of Wilberforce, 
iii . 291-2 ; Add. MSS , 58978 ff. 90-1, 102, Wilberforce to Grenville , 15 Jan. 1807; Grenville 
to Wilberforce, 2 Feb. 1807; for his lobbying in the Lords see Add. MSS , 59 305A ff. 112-13, 
126-7, 136. 

6 Parl. Deb. viii, 657-64. 
7 Life of Wilberforce, iii. 293-4; BL, Fortescue MSS , Bishop of Bangor to Grenville , 10 

Feb. 1807, who wrote that his speech was 'the most impressive ... I ever heard delivered'. 
8 Add. MSS, 58998 ff. 145-9, James Stephen to Grenville, 18, 25 Feb., reply 19 Feb. 

1807; 58978 ff. 112-13, Wilberforce to Grenville , 25 Feb . 1807 p .m.; Grey MSS, Grenville 
to Howick, 23 Feb. 1807. 
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to Wilberforce earlier in the year with congratulations to their 
Lordships for 'one of the most glorious acts that had ever been done 
by any assembly of any nation in the world'. 9 Yet he also deserves 
substantial praise. His interest in abolition had been continuous 
since the 1780s. Admittedly his active support for the cause had 
been intermittent but once he had spotted the opportunity to use 
his position to good advantage, he had seized it. Thus although he 
and history rightly accord Wilberforce pride of place in the pantheon 
of those who secured abolition it is worth recording the latter's view 
that it was 'to yourself (Grenville) and to the tone you have taken 
and the exertions you have made, [that] our success is mainly to 
be attributed'. 10 

The war provided the context in which the government's main policies 
were developed. When the dissolution of Parliament took place 
Grenville was considering operations on three fronts: in South 
America; in the Mediterranean, in order to hold Sicily and support 
the Russians against the French and now Turkey in the Balkans; and 
with markedly less enthusiasm, on the continent in order to support 
Prussia in the event of her being engaged in a war with France. The 
events of the next four months, however, obliged him to determine 
priorities. Thus contemporaneously with the collapse of the Paris 
peace talks war broke out between France and Prussia but with 
disastrous results from Britain's point of view. Prussia was routed 
at J ena-Auerstadt and French forces swept through Saxony and 
occupied Berlin from where Napoleon declared an economic 
blockade against Britain on the twenty-first of November. The 
remainder of Prussia as well as Denmark, Sweden, Poland, and Russia 
were now in danger of being overrun. The result by the end of the 
year was that these powers looked to Britain for economic and 
military assistance. In Sweden's case it was money and a British 
force at Stralsund, a port that gave British commerce access to 
northern Europe and could be used as a springboard for an expedi­
tionary force; in Prussia's, it was as much money as possible; and in 
Russia's, an immediate advance of £1m. in specie and a loan of 
£6m., the same sum as Austria had requested in the 1790s. 11 

In the meantime problems had arisen over the government's 
overseas strategy. The expeditions to the Dardanelles and Alexandria 
were dispatched in mid-November but a question mark hung over the 
South American adventure. This was due to the discovery in November 

9 Parl. Deb. ix. 170. 
10 Add. MSS, 58978 ff. 110-11 , Wilberforce to Grenville , 25 Feb. 1807 a.m. 
11 

). M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 178-9. 
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that General Miranda had failed in his semi-official attempt on 
Caracas, thereby creating doubts about the feasibility of Auchmuty's 
descent on Brazil; and more seriously, to the news in late January 
that Buenos Aires had been recaptured by pro-Spanish forces. Thus, 
as was remarked at the time, Grenville and his colleagues were con­
fronted at a critical moment of the war by the respective merits of 
operations in the 'new' or 'old' worlds. 12 

Grenville found it impossible to establish the priority. He was 
unsure himself. Throughout he showed more enthusiasm for the 
South American expeditions13 and although willing to support 
Russia by naval operations, remained very reluctant to make any 
substantial commitment to Prussia, especially as Lord Hutchinson, 
Morpeth's replacement as special envoy, confirmed their devious 
councils in much the same way as Lord Malmesbury had done 
a decade or so earlier. 14 His colleagues were also divided. Sidmouth, 
Moira, and Fitzwilliam vacillated between the 'old' and the 'new' 
worlds according to the pressures of the moment. 15 Windham was 
pro-South America, 16 but Howick found himself favouring a con­
tinental system if there was a real chance that the great powers 
would take the field in earnest. 17 There were also the critical questions 
of troops and money. By December it was clear that Windham's 
military 'revolution' had failed to produce any marked improve­
ment in the recruitment of regulars. 18 Detachments were already 
embarked or earmarked for South America and the Mediterranean. 
If Napoleon succeeded in crushing the major powers, troops would 
be required for defence in Ireland and Britain: Grenville had already 
concluded that Irish Catholic levies would be needed to serve existing 
commitments, thereby indicating that it would be extremely dif­
ficult to render military assistance to the continental powers in their 
hour of need. 19 Cash, or the lack of it, was probably also a difficult 

12 Add. MSS, 58955 f. 65, Fitzwilliam to Grenville, 3 Nov. 1806. 
13 HMC Fortescue, viii. 415-16, 442-3, 460-1; ix. 479-94. Auckland was enthusiastic 

as a result of his conviction that the best way forward was through economic war see ibid. 
viii. 441-2. 

14 PRON!, Donoughmore MSS, T3459/E/56, Lord Hutchinson to Howick, 28 Dec. 
1806 (copy); see also J.M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 179 . 

15 Sidmouth was in favour of supporting Prussia in October but was later keen on 
S. America, see HMC Fortescue, viii. 401 ; Holland, Memoirs, ii. 112 . . Moira and Fitzwilliam 
were of the same mind, see in addition to the above, Add . MSS, 58962 ff. 49-52, Moira to 
Grenville, 23 Sept. 1806. 

16 Holland, Memoirs, ii . 112 . 
17 j, M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 181-2. 
18 Pellew, Life of Sidmouth, ii. 442-3; see also on this point V. E. Chancellor, 'The 

Ministry of All the Talents', 218 . 
19 See below, 399-400; also Par!. Deb. ix. 103 7 where Windham remarks that it would 

have been 'absurd' to send troops to the continent when an invasion was threatened. 
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problem. The 1806 budget had set expenditure lower than the 
previous government and there are indications that this was already 
largely accounted for. 20 In addition it was precisely at this time that 
Grenville was preparing a financial 'revolution' to follow on from 
Windham's military plans, in order to limit increases in war debt and 
war taxes. 21 He therefore had reason to think there was insufficient 
money available for a continental expedition, especially as Windham 
estimated transport costs alone at £2.4m. 22 Moreover his financial 
plans, which were to involve extra war loans, would hardly be assisted 
by the funding of foreign powers to the tune of at least £6m. Grenville 
consequently allowed the government to move forward on all three 
fronts in conditions in which a resolution choosing at least in favour 
of either the 'old' or the 'new' world would have been appropriate. 
The expeditions to the Dardanelles and Alexandria were allowed 
to continue on their way, a decision which still made sense in view 
of the theoretical advantages of their relieving the pressure on Russia 
to the north. In addition the decision was taken in February to send 
further forces to Buenos Aires to effect its recapture, 23 Howick 
dissenting rather as Grenville had done over the force sent to Egypt 
in 1800. On the other hand and probably because of its commit­
ments elsewhere, the government found itself unable to give more 
than very modest assistance to the continental powers. Denmark 
was left to defend herself. Very little positive assistance was given 
to Sweden although plans were laid to send a force to the Baltic 
once it unfroze. 24 The most that was done for Austria was an 
advance of a small sum to Prussia to defend the Silesian fortresses, 
in the vain hope that this would encourage the Emperor to enter the 
war. 25 More positive aid was given to Prussia and Russia but it fell 
far short of what was required to convince them that the British 

Auckland said later that a continental expedition after Jena was 'impossible', HMC 
Fortescue, ix. 15 5. 

20 This is suggested by the discussions over the timing of the general election, see above, 
384-5. 

21 See below, 395-8. 
22 HMC Fortescue, viii. 353: £2.4m. for transporting 10,000 cavalry was Windham's 

estimate; Canning later remarked to Lord Hutchinson that on entering office in March 
he found that insufficient economic and military resources precluded firm assistance to the 
continent, see PRON!, Donoughmore MSS, T3459/E, 175 , 203, Canning to Lord Hutchinson, 
5, 28 Apr. 1807. 

23 Ibid. ix. 57-9; I am indebted to Mr E. A. Smith for the point about Howick's dissent. 
24 PRON!, Donoughmore MSS, T3459/E/134, 140, B. Garlike and Lord Douglas to Lord 

Hutchinson, 17, 21 Mar. 1807. Tom had been consistently in favour of a Baltic expedition, 
see, for example, Add. MSS, 37848 f. 227, Tom Grenville to Windham, 31Dec.1806. 

25 For general policy towards Austria, see J. M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 
175, 181-2; PRON!, Donoughmore MSS, T3459/E/124, Howick to Lord Hutchinson, 
7 Mar. 1807. 
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government had their vital interests a: h~art. In Prussia's c~se 
Hutchinson negotiated a peace treaty which incorporated a subsidy 
of £75,000 and £100,000. Grenville felt that even this was generous, 
a point of view which may h_a~e been inspired b~ the fact that t~e 
Prussian government had spmted £2m. of specie out of Berlm 
shortly before Napoleon entered_ the city. 26 ~s for Russia the requ~st 
for a massive £6m. loan was in effect rejected, but a substantial 
number of arms and £500,000 in specie were advanced to add to the 
efforts being made in the Mediterranean. 27 

The net effect of the government's grapeshot policies was th_at 
Britain made no impact on the progress of the war. In~eed, all n_s 
plans seemed to go wrong. In the Ai:ie~icas th~ Buenos A~res expedi­
tion got under way but the negotiations with the. United _States, 
completed in London in December, were rejected in Washi~gt~~­
Equally the Dardanelles and Alexandria ex~editio?s, althou~h JUStlfi­
able in diplomatic terms, proved to be failures in execution. Thus 
both forces were eventually obliged to retreat, and their only effect 
was to tie Turkey closer to France. 28 . . 

As for the continental powers they were mightily off ended by 
' . l" 29 d what they regarded as the government s m~ser mess an were not 

encouraged to maintain a resistance fol~owmg _a renewal of the ~ar 
in February. Grenville drew the conclusion which had be~n forming 
in his mind from the beginning and which had undoubtedly influenced 
him to be irresolute: namely that the continental monarchies were 
incapable of resisting Napoleon's onslaught, and that their 'complete 
submission ... under the name of peace' was inevitable. 30 He there­
fore busied himself with planning the government's negotiating posi­
tion in the event of a general congress (mutterii:ig that thi~ ~ho~ld be 
held in Dresden or Copenhagen rather than distant Galicia)_; and 
steeled himself for the task of combating the 'influx of this over­
whelming tide' at home. He must have had in mind the alm~st 
parallel situation in 1800-1. Pitt, with _the vituperatio_n of th~ allies 
ringing in his ears, had then b_een obli~ed to. turn his attention_ to 
the question of domestic security, and in particular, to th_e question 
of Ireland. Grenville, as we shall see, was eventually obliged to do 
the same, and with equally fatal consequences. 

26 J.M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 178; Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 25 Feb. 
1807. 27 J.M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, i80. 

28 P. Mackesy, The War in the Mediterranean, 172-81, 186-99; this is als? the view 
taken by Lord Holland, Memoirs , ii. 104-111. The reverses were not known m London 
until after the government had collapsed. 

29 J.M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 180-1. 
3° Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 127. 
31 Grey MSS , Grenville to Howick, 23 Feb . 1807; Stowe MSS, STG Box 191(23) , memo 

[1807). 
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Grenville was determined to ensure that the government's domestic 
measures were at least adequately prepared. He had been embar­
rassed by the criticism of its p~rformance in . this regard in the 
previous session and the fact that important business had been pro­
longed to late in July when many members had been absent. On the 
twenty-fourth of November, for example, ?e c?arged Newport to 
have Irish legislation ready as soon as possible in ~rder to prevent 
a repetition of that embarrassment and warned him there would 
be no prolonged Christmas recess. 32 ~n fact the new Parliament, 
having assembled on 15 December, missed only two days normal 
business over Christmas. 

He was also keen to take advantage of the government's increased 
majority and the apparent. absenc~ of _a d~termined Opposition, to 
press ahead with construc~ive and im~ginauve reform. The exampl~s 
of the proposed changes in the Scottish legal system and the aboli­
tion of the slave trade have already been discussed33 but Grenville 
also displayed enthusiasm for reform at the o~ficial ~evel. _He the:e­
fore approved Newport's measures to abolish thirty-eight Insh 
offices and to raise the grant to Maynooth College from £8,0~0 to 
£13 ,000, the last being a measure he regarded as one of pa:ticular 
impottance. 34 A reform of the Sc~:>ttis~ customs and excise was 
evidently also in his mind 35 and in mid-January he :~por:ed to 
Buckingham that he proposed to remedy the _deficiencie_s . of 
Windham's army measures. He therefore hoped to bnng the Training 
Act into operation in order to provide 360,000 men per year by 

36 1 . . d a novel system of rotation, county by county. H~ was a so mtngue 
by Wilberforce's enthusiasm for a comprehensive, ref~rm o~ the 
Poor Laws and early in March passe? on the latter s pr~vate ?ill 3t~ the Archbishop of Canterbury requesting comment and discussion. 

However, despite his encouragement of all these measures, the 
intended focal point of the government's domestic pol!cy was the 'new 
plan of finance' introduced by Petty ~:m the r:venth-mnt? of January. 
This had its origins in his long held mteres~ in eco?om_ic theory ~n~ 
practice, an interest w?~ch had led t? his contn~uu_ons to Pm s 
peace- and wartime policies, most paru~ularl~ the_ sink~ng !und; an3~ to which he had devoted more thought since his resignation in 1801. 

32 Add. MSS, 58970 ff. 103-4, Grenville to Sir J. Newport, 24 Nov. 1806. 
33 See above, 3 56-9. 
34 Par!. Deb. viii . 449 , 937-8; HMC Fortescue, viii. 185-6; Add. MSS, 58.961 ff. 25-6, 

Sir H. Petty to Grenville, 7 June 1806 and enclosure. 
35 Add. MSS, 59263 , anon . to Grenville , 26 Feb. 1807. 
36 Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. i14-l6 _ 
37 Add. MSS, 59396 f. 54, Grenville to the Abp. of Canterbury, 5 Mar. 1807. 
38 Ibid. 58913 ff. 158-9, Grenville to Lord Wellesley, 26 Jan. 1813. 
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It was also due to the problems confronting the government. As we 
have seen, Grenville wished to continue Pitt's policy of paying for 
the war more by war taxes than by loans. 39 The problem, however, 
as Petty had discovered earlier in the year, was that the sources of 
taxation were drying up. What was required was a system that would 
pay for the war without imposing greater strains on the existing 
sources of funds. 

Grenville set to work at this task in the first week of October 
with invitations to Petty and Vansittart to discuss the matter over 
dinner. 40 A month later he was making enquiries about mathematical 
calculations that had been found in the Treasury and which may 
have been the work of one of Pitt's advisers, the Cambridge don, Mr 
Atwood.41 By the beginning of December he had prepared the 
'embryo' of a scheme and sent it to Auckland remarking that it 
'would enable us to carry on many years of war without new taxes'. 42 

He then embarked on a round of discussions with Petty, Vansittart, 
Harrison, Herries, and Auckland in order to prepare a final version. 43 

He became so absorbed that he at one point remarked to Auckland 
that the plan dominated his thoughts to the exclusion, where pos­
sible, of all other subjects.44 

The final version took another month to prepare. It is probable 
that Grenville, having been the inspiration for the general objective, 
now took on a more supervisory role. There is some evidence that 
it was Vansittart who suggested the particular formula that was 
adopted; and it is significant that it was Auckland who prepared 
a pamphlet on the plan which was printed and distributed to friends 
of the government and 'intelligent correspondents'. 45 This was 
a form of public relations that Grenville had adopted in the case of 
the Scottish Judicature and was no doubt thought to be necessary 
in view of the plan's complicated nature. Grenville, for example, 
doubted whether Buckingham would understand it on first perusal. 46 

The scheme as presented by Petty was essentially evolutionary 
rather than revolutionary.47 He proposed to build on Pitt's system of 

39 See above , 366-7. 
40 Add. MSS , 58961 f. 41. Grenville to Petty, 2 Oct. 1806 . 
41 Ibid. 59003 f. 72 , Bishop of Lincoln to Grenville, 8 Nov. 1806. 
42 HMC Fortescue , viii. 455-6. 
43 Ibid. 458, 461-3, 469 , 474. 
44 Add . MSS, 34457 ff. 226-7 , Grenville to Auckland, Friday [n .d .]. 
45 HMC Fo rtescue , viii . 462-3 , 474; Add. MSS, 58960 ff. 148-9, 156, Vansittart to 

Grenville, Sunday a.m, [?Jan.] andreply4 Jan. 1807; 58924 ff. 91-2, Auckland to Grenville, 
19 Jan. 1807. 

46 Court and Cabinets of George III, iv. 113. 
41 For an excellent and indispensable guide to the scheme see R. A. Cooper, 'British 

Government Finance 1793-1807', 334-48. My description is based on his work. 
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war loans and war taxes and to add to it an ingenious device that 
within the framework of a set sum for war expenditure would 
involve very little additional taxation for the next thirteen years. 
War expenditure was therefore set at £3 2m. p.a. A war loan would 
provide £12m. of this for the first three years; £14m. in 1810, and 
from 1811 to 1820, £16m., its maximum. War taxes would provide 
£21m. of which £1.2m. would pay the interest on the war loan in 
the first year, £2.4m. in the second, and thereafter in increments of 
£1.2m. p.a. until they were completely consumed by 1820. The gap 
between the two would be provided by supplementary loans, the 
interest on which would be paid from the consolidated fund. This in 
the judgement of the authority on the subject was the most 'novel' 
part of the plan, for it was calculated that as annuities worth more 
than the cost of the scheme would fall in during the first three 
years of its operation, the servicing of it would mean no additional 
taxation for that period and only £293,000 from 1810 to 1816. 
In his words: 'the simplest way to understand Grenville's proposal 
is to consider it as a trade: the nation was offered a constant level 
of taxation for the rest of the war in return for continuing to pay 
war taxes in peacetime'. 48 

Despite (or perhaps because of) the government's explanatory 
pamphlet and the sixty-four accompanying tables of mathematical 
calculations, the scheme met with a mixed reception. Sir Francis 
Baring thought it combined 'simplicity with grandeur' but then he 
was a professional financier .49 Auckland considered it suited to the 
general policy of falling back on 'our insular energies'. so Sidmouth, 
however, was offended because his work as a former Chancellor did 
not receive sufficient notice in the pamphlet and more particularly, 
by the fact that he had not been consulted, another damaging diplo­
matic error on Grenville's part. 51 As for the Opposition and the inde­
pendent members, they were at first stunned into a nodding approval 
but as the implications and calculations began to sink in, a critical note 
was struck. Thus although the scheme was not threatened with 
rejection it was attacked in late February by Canning and Castlereagh 
who added to the confusion of those lacking a grasp of figures by 
producing rival tables of statistics. 

As the plan foundered with the government in the following 
month it is difficult to assess its merits. It probably would have 
worked if war expenditure did not exceed £32m. p.a. In other 

48 Ibid . 342. 
49 Add. MSS , 58977 ff. 211-2, Baring to Grenville , [n.d. but Jan. 1807]. 
so Ibid. 58924 ff. 81-2, Auckland to Grenville , 4 Jan. 1807. 
51 Ibid. 58924 ff. 113-14, Auckland to Grenville , 6 Feb . 1807. 
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words it depended on governments pursuing a broadly similar war 
policy to Grenville's. If they exceeded this sum, however, by embark­
ing on an aggressive policy embracing large subsidies and a con­
tinental expedition, the scheme would become useless and the 
government responsible would have to resort to increased levels of 
taxation and the consequent constraints on the economy that 
Grenville with his veneration of Adam Smith, so much detested. 
This was the crux of the matter. Grenville's 'new plan' was comple­
mentary to his 'defensive and husbanding system'. It was too inflex­
ible to accommodate a more adventurous policy. 

It was along these lines then, that the government's strategy in 
the new Parliament took shape. Since the autumn Grenville had 
anticipated that Napoleon would force the Prussians and possibly 
the Russians to an ignominious peace and that Britain would be 
obliged to wage a defensive war. Overseas policy, with its emphasis 
on sequestration in South America and stimulating trade, had been 
devised with this in mind. Domestic policy had taken, and was 
taking, the same route. Windham's army plans and the 'new plan 
of finance' were clearly designed to 'husband resources' for the 
struggle that lay ahead. Grenville's contribution had been sub­
stantial. Individual policies had many origins but it was his view of 
the future course of the war that directed them into their final 
forms and which gave them collectively an overall objective. This 
had meant exceptional levels of activity on all fronts: as the re­
organiser of the Cabinet; as election manager; as generalissimo of 
diplomacy and financial reform; and as the abettor of important 
judicial and humanitarian measures. This in turn took its toll. It 
led in the first place to an increasing tiredness; and in the second, 
to the neglect of key political figures. This was to some extent the 
case with the King whom he failed to conciliate following their dis­
agreement on the necessity for a general election. It was certainly 
the case with the Prince of Wales who wished to be kept informed 
on general matters and who demanded action from his ministers 
in November as a result of talk that the Opposition would challenge 
the 'Delicate Investigation' in the new Parliament. 52 Grenville, how­
ever, made no effort to take the Prince into his confidence on 
government policy and enraged him by leading the Cabinet to 
nothing more than a recommendation to the King that all sides 
would be satisfied if he received the Princess at Court but admonish 
her to be more 'circumspect in her future conduct'. 53 Finally there 

52 HMC Fortescue, viii. 427-8. 
53 Ibid. ix , 452-3; PRON!, Donoughmore MSS, T3459/E/167, Moira to Lord Hutchinson, 

S April 1807; E/ 169, The Prince of Wales to Moira, 20 Mar. 1807 (copy) . 
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was the case of Sidmouth. The latter had seen his party diminished 
in the general election and no doubt expected a degree of concilia­
tion thereafter. The reverse, however, had been the case. Thus Grenville 
had proceeded with the abolition of the slave trade which Sidmouth 
opposed as being far too hasty; and had thereafter neglected to 
consult him on military and financial policies, issues on which the 
ex-prime minister felt that he had a contribution to make. 54 The 
standing of the government was therefore not as secure politically 
as Grenville was inclined to think. 

It was precisely at this point, in early February, that the question 
of Ireland emerged to threaten the stability of the government and 
its underlying objectives. The issue had been simmering since the 
period of the general election. Serious disturbances had then broken 
out in some midland and western counties. The causes were not clear 
but their anti-clerical line suggested that they were the work of 
United Irish and French agitators. At approximately the same time, 
the Catholic leaders in Dublin intimated that they would seek to 
petition the new Parliament for full Catholic relief. These two 
developments had · sparked off intensive discussions between the 
Cabinet and the Irish Administration. Hitherto the general objectives 
of Irish policy had been to conciliate the major Anglo-Irish political 
interests and to execute administrative responsibilities in a moderately 
reformist manner. The new situation rendered such bland objectives 
redundant. The rural disturbances raised the spectre of coercion and 
not conciliation. This in turn threatened to place unwelcome strains 
upon troop levels and thereby raised the issue of domestic security 
in the event of Napoleon turning his attention from a conquered 
Europe to a beleaguered Britain. As for the issue of Catholic 
emancipation, it clearly threatened the government's future. The 
King was implacably opposed to the measure and Sidmouth and his 
followers were likely to follow his line. If a petition was presented, 
the government would be divided into those who would wish to 
support it and those who would oppose. It therefore had every 
reason to hope1that none was presented. 

Grenville's reaction to these problems was inspired by random 
speculation in late July and early August on future military require­
ments. Windham's army reforms had not yet taken effect and he 
discovered that there was likely to be a deficiency in the number 
of troops required for possible service overseas. He had therefore 
requested Bedford and Elliot to consider the idea of raising Catholic 
regiments in Ireland to meet the deficiency. Bedford had responded 
unfavourably. The basic problem was that although Catholics could 

54 Sidmouth MSS, 152M/C1807/0Z, Sidmouth to C. Bragge Bathurst, 23 Jan. 1807. 
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hold comm1ss1ons below the rank of general on the staff under the 
terms of the Irish Act of 1793, there was no provision for them to do 
so in Britain. This meant, as Bedford indicated, that they could not 
worship in Britain and, as a consequence, could not be collected 
there for dispatch with English and Scottish regiments to foreign 
stations. He also pointed out that the raising of Catholic regiments 
would stir the Catholic question and therefore alienate anti­
Catholic elements within the Protestant Ascendancy. 55 Grenville 
was undoubtedly aware of this problem as he had raised it himself 
in 180456 but in view of Bedford's comments, he had put the matter 
to one side to concentrate upon the reconstruction of the Cabinet 
and the subsequent general election. 

He returned to the subject in the latter half of December following 
the reports of rural disturbances and the intended petition. 57 There 
still remained a need for additional Irish troops to serve abroad, 
particularly in view of his continuing enthusiasm for acquiring 
Spanish colonies in South America. In addition, the government 
now had to find a way of restoring law and order and placating the 
Catholic leaders who were bound to be offended by the omission 
of any reference to the Catholic question in the King's speech. As 
far as the disturbances were concerned Grenville was opposed to 
the 'dreadful measure' of proclaiming the relevant counties under the 
terms of the Insurrection Act and thereby handing the task of restor­
ing order to what he regarded as the 'bad passions' of the local 
Protestant magistracy and yeomanry. 58 An alternative method had 
to be found. In the case of the intended petition he knew that 
Howick, Petty, and Holland believed that it could only be fore­
stalled by a package of palliatives. 59 

By the first week of January Grenville and those colleagues most 
concerned with the Irish question (Bedford, Elliot, Newport, Spencer, 
Howick, and Holland) hit on a solution. In the long term the policy 
was to prepare substantial concessions that had entered every govern­
ment's mind since the 1790s and that stopped short of Catholic 
representation in Parliament. These included extra money for the 
Roman Catholic college at Maynooth, an intention announced later 
in Parliament by Newport; a substantial measure of tithe reform, 
a subject in which Grenville began to renew his interest ;60 and 

ss Stowe MSS, STG Box 170(12) , memo. 7 Aug. 1806;HMC Fortescue, viii. 253, 270 , 
328-9. 56 See above, 331-2. 

s7 HMC Fortescue , viii . 463-7; ,Add. MSS, 51661 ff. 40-3, Bedford to Holland, 18 Dec. 
1806. 

ss HMC Fortescue , viii. 467-8. 
s• Ibid. viii . 486-8 ; BL, Holland MSS, Lord Holland's memo . 17 Dec . 1806. 
60 HMC Fortescue , ix. 80-2 ; Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 8 Jan . 1807. 
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prov1s1on for the Catholic clergy. In the short term the govern­
ment would seek to extend the Irish Act of 1793 to the United 
Kingdom by inserting a clause in the Mutiny Bill enabling Catholics 
to hold commissions in the armed services and therefore be able 
to worship freely. The calculations were ingenious. Catholic levies, 
hitherto scarce because of the question of discrimination, would 
be raised in the disturbed parts of Ireland thereby doing away with 
the need to resort to the Protestant yeomanry to restore law and 
order. They could subsequently be quartered in Britain en route 
to foreign stations including South America. In addition, the measure 
could pass as a limited concession and therefore persuade the Catholic 
leaders to put off their petition for representation in Parliament. 
The separate issues of troop deficiencies, rural disturbances in 
Ireland, and the threatened Catholic petition could all be solved 
at a stroke. 61 

If Grenville had decided upon the extension to the United Kingdom 
of the precise terms of the Irish Act of 1793 then the government 
might have survived longer than it did. Under the terms of that Act, 
Catholics could hold commissions up to and including the rank of 
general but were excluded from the staff and from the posts of 
Mastt::r General of the Ordnance and Commander-in-Chief. In addi­
tion there was no reference, for obvious reasons, to naval commis­
sions. As time went by, however, these were seen to be inadequate 
for the purposes in mind. Throughout January reports flowed from 
Dublin to Downing Street intimating that the more radical Catholic 
leaders would only drop the proposed petition in return for a sub­
stantial concession and that even that might be insufficient. Elliot, 
the Chief Secretary, advised throwing caution to the wind and so too 
did Spencer whose pro-Catholic leanings were to become increas­
ingly pronounced during the ensuing crisis. 62 Grenville found the 
pressure too strong to resist. He was tired and genuinely frightened 
by the fear of another '98. He therefore decided that in order to 
appease the Catholic leaders, the intention that lay behind the Irish 
Act and not its precise terms should be extended to Britain. That 
intention, he argued, as expressed by the Irish Chancellor, Lord 
Clare, and Chief Secretary Hobart, at the time when Britain and 
Ireland entered the war, had been to open the military to Catholics 

61 HMC Fortescue, viii. 486-8 , 491-4; ix. 9-14 ; Add . MSS , 58958 ff. 151-2, W. Elliot 
to Grenville , 2 Feb . 1807. 

62 
HMC Fortescue , ix. 20-2; Add. MSS , 589 33 ff. I 08-9 , Spencer to Grenville, 30 Jan. 

1807 ; Grenville had his own informant in Dublin in Francis Magen , who advised him that 
only the putting of Catholics on an equal footing with Protestants short of representation 
in Parliament would appease the Catholic leaders, Add. MSS , 59256 ff. 57-8, Magen to 
Grenville , 26 Jan. 1807. 
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'universally'. The terms of the Act were simply an adaptation of 
this intention to Irish circumstances in 1793-circumstances 
which were now fourteen years out of date. The time had come, 
he concluded, to adapt the intention of the Act to the conditions of 
1807. Thus in a draft dispatch to Bedford which was submitted 
to the King on the ninth of February, Grenville and his colleagues 
proposed to add two clauses to the forthcoming Mutiny Bill. The 
first would enable the King 'to confer any military commission 
whatever on any of his liege subjects ... under no other condition 
than that of taking such oath of allegiance and fidelity as shall 
be provided in order to evince their attachment to his Majesty's 
person, family, and government, and to the established constitu­
tion of this united kingdom'. The second clause gave to 'all his 
Majesty's subjects, however employed in any of his forces, a legal 
right to that full toleration as to the exercise of their religious 
profession ... '. The Cabinet therefore proposed, in circumstances 
it regarded as analagous to those of 1793, that all ranks within 
the army and the navy would be opened to anyone, irrespective 
of his religion. 63 

The draft dispatch was sent to the King on the night of the ninth 
of February and a reply was received with customary promptness 
~he following morning. In this the King, without going into details, 
stated simply that he regarded the proposed clauses as an 'essential 
feature' of the Catholic question and that he was bound to resist 
them. 64 Spencer, who received the reply first, thought it 'deter­
mined' and 'calm and collected'. 65 Grenville, who saw it next, 
agreed and concluded that it gave no hope of the King accepting 
the measures. In a letter to Buckingham he prophesied the govern­
ment's collapse and continued in uncharacteristically faltering prose: 

We have at least the satisfaction of having done some good, and certainly not dis­
graced ourselves or our friends by our twelve months administration, and you 
know that to me as the task was from the beginning most irksome, so the release 
cannot but be pleasing, provided I should have weight enough with my friends 
to keep them, as I am fully resolved to keep myself, out of even the appearance 
of struggling for a fresh representation of this short-lived piece. 66 

63 Grenville drafted the dispatch to Bedford as Spencer was ill and had ' leeches hanging 
about my ears', see Add. MSS , 58933 ff. 110-13 , Spencer to Grenville , 6 , 9 Feb. 1807 and 
Grey MSS , Grenville to Howick, 8 Feb. 1807; the dispatch is in HMC Fortescue , ix. 103-6. 
In Spencer's letter of the 9th he made it clear that he felt the government should do what 
it thought right irrespective of the King's views. 

64 HMC Fortescue, ix. 107. 
65 Add. MSS , 58933 ff. 114-15 , Spencer to Grenville, 10 Feb. 1807. 
66 Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 117-18. 
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So began the crisis which was to lead, five weeks later, to the 
government's collapse. Grenville, as his remarks to Buckingham 
indicate, was weary and despondent about the outcome. The 
government faced a combination of not unfamiliar problems: pres­
sure from Ireland on the Catholic question; the obstacle of the King's 
conscience; and the threat of French domination of the continent. 
In 1801 Grenville had been one of those who tried to press the King 
to abandon his scruples and had failed. Privately he expected the 
same result now but nevertheless concluded that in public at least, 
he should press ahead and act with optimism. Thus at the Cabinet 
held later that day to consider a reply to the King, Holland reported 
that Grenville was 'calm, considerate and open'; and that 'his direct 
and manly character appeared to great advantage on this trying 
occasion'. His manner was to be contrasted, Holland remarked, with 
Moira's 'mysterious' silence, Windham's apparent indifference and 
Erskine's tactical somnolence. 67 

As discussion proceeded, two separate but related problems 
emerged. The first was how best to persuade the King of the merits 
of their case. The Cabinet, in its dispatch to Bedford, had proposed 
to accept the principle that it alleged lay behind the Irish Act 
without stating explicitly that the two clauses would add to its 
provisions. The King had responded by simply rejecting the clauses 
without going into detail either on the principle of the Act or its 
precise wording. There was therefore no way of knowing whether it 
was the adopting of the principle, or the extension of the provisions 
of the measure that the King objected to. The second problem was 
Lord Sidmouth. The latter was not prepared, as his conduct in 1801 
showed, to push the King one inch beyond the limits of his con­
science. On the other hand he admitted the military arguments for 
Catholic levies. The upshot was that he struck the position of being 
prepared to accept the extension of the 1793 Act to the United 
Kingdom but did not seem aware, and was not made aware, that the 
two clauses in the dispatch to Bedford did something more than 
that. There can be, and can have been, little doubt that if he had 
been so informed he would have opposed it. 68 

The solution, as it emerged in the Cabinet minute and Grenville's 
private letter that accompanied it to the King at 1 a.m. the following 
day (the eleventh of February), was devious and from the point of 
view of the already disgruntled Sidmouth, provoking. Thus the drift 

67 Holland , Memoirs , ii. 180-4. 
68 For Sidmouth's line at the Cabinet see Holland , Memoirs, ii. 181; and Sidmouth 

MSS, 152M/C1807/0Z, Memoranda of events 9 Feb.-13 Mar. 1807, sub . 10 Feb. and 
1 Mar. Sidmouth did not study the Irish Act for himself until the 13th, see the entry in the 
memoranda for that date . 
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of both documents was to re-emphasise the point that the Cabinet 
was merely applying the principle of the Act to the United Kingdom 
in circumstances that, from a military point of view, were broadly 
comparable to those of 1793. The only reference to the exact pro­
visions of the measure and the government's intentions came half­
way through the minute where it was stated: 

That Act ( 1793) enables your Majesty's Catholic subjects in Ireland to hold 
commissions in your Majesty's army with no other restriction than is there 
pointed out; and if a similar (my italics) provision be refused with respect to 
this part of the now United Kingdom, it appears obvious that the grace thus 
conferred by your Majesty on that large body of your people must be ren­
dered wholly illusory. 

This form of words implied but did not explicitly state that the 
government was intending to apply the provisions of the Act with 
their various restrictions. 69 

One historian has argued that by choosing this form of words 
Grenville 'unwittingly' agreed to abide by the terms of the 1793 
Act. 70 This seems wrong. In the first place the words did not 
commit the government in this way. If Grenville had chosen the 
words 'identical provision' this would have been the case but he 
chose the adjective 'similar' instead. Moreover it is very unlikely 
that Grenville was unaware of what he was doing. He certainly 
knew the terms of the Act and believed that some addition was 
necessary in order to appease Irish Catholic opinion and solve the 
military difficulties. In fact a more plausible explanation is that he 
deliberately chose a form of words that avoided the issue and left the 
options open. There were certainly advantages in doing so. Thus if 
the form of words proved acceptable to the King, the Cabinet 
would receive the nod for its draft dispatch and the proposed clauses 
in the Mutiny Bill and Sidmouth would, in all probability, be tied to 
them. On the other hand if the King did not agree, Grenville would 
at least be able to confront him with a united Cabinet, something 
that had eluded Pitt in 1801. In short he was trying to see how far 
along this particular route the King and Sidmouth could be led. 

He was soon to find out. The two documents were sent to the 
King in the early hours of the eleventh of February. Later in the day 
Sidmouth had an audience with him and emphasised that the govern­
ment's proposals were grounded on the Act of 1793 and were 
a natural consequence of the Union, thereby indicating that this was 
at least his interpretation of Grenville's minute. Reassured by 

69 HMC Fortescue , ix. 107-10. 
70 M. G. Hinton , 'The General Elections of 1806 and 1807', 262. 
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~idmouth's remarks, the King gave his assent and the dispatch with 
its two clauses was sent to Bedford. 71 It appeared that Grenville 
may have surmounted his difficulties at Windsor although he was by 
no means certain that the proposed measures would prevent the 
Catholic leaders from presenting a petition. 72 However on the 
following day, Friday the thirteenth of February, the inevitable 
snag developed. Sidmouth, who was now to play the same role as 
Loughborough in 1801, had studied the Irish Act and asked Grenville 
point-blank whether the proposed clauses would do away with the 
limitations contained in it. Grenville said that they would, thereby 
confirming his devious course of action two days earlier. Sidmouth 
replied that he therefore could not support them. Two days later 
he made the same point in Cabinet and on the 20th dispatches 
arrived from Bedford enquiring whether the clauses meant that 
Catholics could become generals on the staff and pointing out that 
the Catholic leaders were hopeful that they would. The discrepancy 
between the Irish Act and the government's proposed clauses was 
coming out into the open. 73 

Grenville retired to Dropmore for a whole week to think matters 
over. His difficulties were profound and some were uncannily 
remipiscent of those that had confronted Pitt in 1801 and Fox 
and North in 1783, with which he was more than familiar. The 
general scenario was the same as January 1801. Napoleon had 
dominated the continent; an invasion was anticipated; and Irish 
Catholics were threatening to petition for representation in Parlia­
ment. Pitt had then decided to press that policy on the King and had 
been obliged to resign. Grenville had now decided on a lower level 
of concession, knowing that a Catholic petition for full relief would 
divide the Cabinet and lead to its collapse; and in the hope that it 
would persuade the Catholic leaders to relent. However in pursuing 
that course he had, in effect, deceived the King and provoked 
Sidmouth into outright opposition. Should he continue on this 
course and risk the same consequences as had befallen his predeces­
sors in 1801 and 1783; or should he retreat to a lower level of 
concession that he believed to be insufficient for the purpose? 

There were other problems. Lord Grey's death was now very 
71 Pellew, Life of Sidmouth, ii. 455; Sidmouth MSS, 152M/C1807/0Z, Memoranda, 

9 Feb.-13 Mar. 1807, sub. 11, 12 Feb.; Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 118-19, where 
the letter to Buckingham should be dated 12 not 11 Feb.; HMC Fortescue, ix. 110-11. 

72 Grenville certainly realised that a Catholic petition would divide and destroy the 
government. On the 13th Erskine informed him that four members of the cabinet could 
not support it at that time, see Add. MSS, 58965 ff. 131-6, Erskine to Grenville, 13 Feb. 
1807. 

73 Sidmouth MSS, 152M/C1807/0Z, Memoranda 9 Feb.-13 Mar. 1807, sub. 13, 15, 19, 
20 Feb.; HMC Fortescue, ix . 50 Grenville to Howick, 20 Feb., 112-15. 
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imminent with the result that Howick would soon be elevated to 
the Lords. How then should Grenville repair the deficiency in the 
Commons? Whatever he did would require subtle diplomacy. The 
Foxites would naturally expect to have one of their own number 
advanced. The Prince of Wales and Sidmouth, on the other hand, 
as the disgruntled members of the coalition, would be expecting 
due consideration if not gratification. What none of these parties 
would welcome, however, was the admission of Canning: the Foxites, 
because of his attacks on government policy; the Prince of Wales, 
because of his support for his wife, the issue on which he was sore 
with the government; and Sidmouth, because of their long-standing 
enmity. However an arrangement with Canning was precisely what 
the Bishop of Lincoln, Temple, and Lady Hester Stanhope had been 
exploring on Grenville's behalf since the first week of February. 
The talks had been as inconclusive as before. Thus Grenville had 
doubted at first whether Canning could be won over. He had then 
turned his back on the negotiation for fear of offending Sidmouth 
and Howick, only to request a personal interview with him on the 
twenty-fifth of February as a result of pressure in favour of his 
admission from Tom. 74 The question now was whether he should 
decline to make a formal approach in order to keep the ministry 
together in its moment of crisis; or whether he should grasp the 
nettle in order to effect a further reconstruction. 

In the five crucial days following his return from the country, 
the first to the fifth of March, Grenville failed to solve any of these 
problems: indeed he made them a good deal worse. The gove_rn­
ment had decided to detach their proposed clauses from the Mutmy 
Bill and to introduce them as a separate measure. The immediate 
questions confronting the Cabinet were whether it should make it 
plain to the King that it was intended to go further than the 1793 
Act; and if so, how. On the 1st, Grenville wielded his influence with 
Spencer against entering into an explanation with the King. This 
unnerved Howick who had announced the government's intention 
in the Commons on the twentieth of February in a form of words 
that indicated that no such additions were intended. It also provoked 
Sidmouth into stating that if the King made enquiries about the 
extent of the concession he would be bound to explain that it went 
further than 1793.75 

74 HMC Fortescue, ix. 53-7 ; Court and Cabinets of George III, iv. 125-8; Add. MSS, 
41852 ff. 287-8, Grenville to Tom Grenville, 23 Feb. 1807; Harewood Archives; George 
Canning Bundle 22, Canning to his wife, 4, 7, 11-14 Feb. 1807. 

75 Pellew, Life of Sidmouth, ii . 459; Colchester Diary, ii. 93; Sidmouth MSS, 152M/ 
C1807/0Z, Memoranda, 9 Feb.-13 Mar. 1807, sub. 1 Mar; Spencer's determination to 
extend the provisions of the 1793 Act and Howick's 'apprehensions' on this score are 
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Oblivious of the increased danger of charges of deception, Grenville 
pressed ahead. Thus on the second of March he had Howick send the 
King a draft dispatch to Bedford (Spencer was once again ill) which 
stated that the government proposed in its bill to enable Catholics 
to hold 'any military commission or appointment whatsoever', i.e. 
a step well beyond the 1793 Act and one which would enable 
Catholics to aspire to be Commander-in-Chief. The King returned 
it on the following day, the 3rd, with no objection. On the 4th, 
however, Sidmouth saw the King and explained the discrepancies 
and the implications to him. The King then prepared to see his next 
visitors, Howick and Grenville, in that order, Howick being the 
Secretary of State handling Spencer's business. To Howick the King 
expressed his 'repugnance' to the measure but at the end of a stormy 
interview agreed to his proposing it to Parliament. Howick passed 
this news on to the waiting Grenville who then made his entrance. 

Common sense should have suggested to him that he should now 
enter into a full discussion of the situation with the King. He must 
have known that the latter had every reason to accuse him of decep­
tion about a bill which would, in the view of the Bishop of Oxford, 
repeal much of the Test Act. 76 He must also have been aware that 
the King would be interested to know what he thought about the 
position of Sidmouth and his followers. At the very least he should 
have been concerned that the King had accepted the minute of the 
2nd and still seemed prepared to allow his ministers to proceed. 
Was this a genuine concession; or was it a repeat of his tactics in 
1783 when he had allowed Fox and North sufficient rope to hang 
themselves? Grenville, however, did not display common sense on 
this occasion. He therefore did not touch at all upon the subject 
and nor did the King. Instead they discussed routine matters after 
which Grenville left. The King, who earlier in the life of the ministry 
had been offended by Grenville's reluctance to disclose his intentions, 
must have concluded that he was once again being ignored. 

Yet Grenville's insensitivity did not end there. The problem of 
Sidmouth still existed and it was exacerbated when the latter dis­
closed to Grenville on the 4th that he would not be a party to 
a government that contained Canning. Admittedly Grenville now 
had every reason to hope for Sidmouth's resigniation as it was he 
who had betrayed the Cabinet's purpose to the King. On the other 
hand there was nothing to be gained by provoking Sidmouth further, 
given that the King had seemed to accept the government's policy, 
made clear in a series of letters he wrote to Grenville from his sick bed on 20 Feb. (2), 
22 , 23 Feb., 1807, Add. MSS, 58933 ff. 122-9. 

76 Add. MSS, 59002 ff. 127-8, the Bishop of Oxford to Grenville, 2 Mar. 1807. 
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albeit with extreme reluctance. Grenville, however, thought other- · 
wise. Thus on the fifth of March, having made his intentions known 
to Howick and Sidmouth and after he expressed misgivings to Tom 
about extending the provisions of the 1793 Act, he opened negotia­
tions directly with Canning suggesting that he also hoped to offer 
posts to Whitbread and Lord Chatham. in what ~ould be ~ major 
reconstruction. The upshot was that Sidmouth, hke the Kmg, was 
fully alienated. 77 

The crisis now came to a head. By the fourteenth of March the 
King had made it clear to his ministers t~at he would not acc~pt 
a measure that did not conform exactly with the terms of the Insh 
Act. In addition Sidmouth had tendered his resignation and had 
consulted with both the Court and leaders of the Opposition with 
a view to supplying the King with an alternative administratio~ if 
he was obliged to rid himself of the existing one. Moreover Cannmg 
had rejected the overture stating that it was his and others' view that 
the government should drop the Catholic Bill and stay in office. 
Finally it was confidently predicted by Auckland and others that the 
Bill would be negatived in the Lords by two to one. 78 

Thus when the pro-Catholic and fit members of the Cabinet met 
on the fifteenth of March (Grenville, Petty, Holland, Howick, 
Windham, Tom Grenville, and Moira), Grenville was confronted with 
three courses of action. He could persevere and court dismissal, 
knowing that the King had already concert~d plans for a~ alternative 
administration. This would effectively consign the Grenvilles and the 
Foxites to political oblivion until the King's dea~h. Alternat.ively he 
could modify the bill until it conformed to the Insh Act. ~his woul? 
mean that he had bowed to the combined forces of the Kmg and his 
new confidantes; and would place his administration in an impossible 
political position. It could also mean the resignation of Spe~cer, the 
most ardent pro-Catholic in the Cabinet and would certamly not 
forestall the presentation of a Catholic petition. Fina~l):' he could 
drop the bill, a decision which would have the same political effects 

77 HMC Fortescue , ix. 115-i6; Sidmouth MSS, 152M/C1807/0Z, Memoranda 9 Feb.-
13 Mar. 1807, sub. 4 Mar.; Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 2 Mar. 1.807; Add. MSS, 41852 
ff. 289-90, Grenville to Tom Grenville [5 Mar. 1807); Harewood Archives; George Canning 
Bundle 29, Canning to his wife , 6 , 7 Mar. 1807 ; Add. MSS, 58928 ff. 155-6, Sidmouth to 
Grenville , 4 Mar. 1807. 

18 HMC Fortescue , ix. 116-18 ; Add. MSS , 58944 f. 152, Bathurst to Grenville , 10 Mar. 
1807; 58928 ff. 161-13, Sidmouth to Grenville and reply, 11 Mar. 1807; Grey MSS, 
Grenville to Howick, [n.d. but 11Mar. 1807) ; Harewood Archives; George Canning Bundle 
22, Canning to his wife, 17, 18, 20 Mar. 1807 ; Sidmouth MSS 152M/C1807 /OZ, Memoranda 
9 Feb.-13 Mar. 1807, sub. 10-13 Mar.; Ellenborough to Sidmouth, 13 Mar. 1807; on the 
collusion between Sidmouth, the King, and the Opposition see V. E. Chancellor, 'The 
Ministry of All the Talents', 265, 269. 
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as modification and which would hardly accord with his action and 
that of Spencer and Windham in 1801. 

After some wavering and some misgivings from his colleagues 
Grenville decided, in effect, to leave the final decision to the King. 
He was tired and very dispirited. He longed 'daily and hourly', he had 
informed Buckingham on the seventh of March 'for the moment 
when my friends will allow me to think that I have fully discharged 
(by a life of hitherto incessant labour) every claim that they, or the 
country can have upon me'. He continued with a thought prompted 
by problems elsewhere but which had been underlined by his nego­
tiations with the King: 'I want one great and essential quality for my 
station, and every hour increases the difficulty ... I am not com­
petent to the management of men. I never was so naturally, and toil 
and anxiety more and more unfit me for it. '79 He therefore steered 
his colleagues to a decision to drop the bill but to request permission 
from the King to be able to speak their minds when the Catholic 
question was brought forward in Parliament. It was these two points 
that he presented in the form of a minute. 80 

There was considerable criticism at the time for this line of action. 
Auckland saw it as a 'pretext' for destroying the administration and 
Canning called it one of Grenville's 'pigheadednesses'. 81 Yet it was 
understandable. Grenville wanted to retire and he knew that the 
government could not survive under the conditions that were 
imposed upon it, a view strengthened on the sixteenth of March, 
when he discovered that Spencer would resign if the government 
simply dropped the bill. 82 It therefore made some sense to present 
the King with terms that he knew he would not accept and which 
would lead to the government's dismissal on a much broader issue 
than simply the merits of their particular bill: namely, the constitu­
tional propriety of making Catholic relief an open question. He 
was certainly very anxious that the government should be dismissed. 
He told Tom so on the 15th or 16th and repeated it to Spencer 
and others on the 18th.83 He was not, however, to be fully gratified. 
Thus the sequence of events was that the King, in response to his 
ministers' request to make the Catholic question an open one, 

19 Court and Cabinets of George 111, iv. 132-3. 
80 Ibid. iv. 134-40; HMC Fortescue , ix. 116-18. 
8 1 Add. MSS, 58924 f . 142, Auckland to Grenville, 17 Mar. 1807; Harewood Archives; 

George Canning Bundle 22 , Canning to his wife, 20 Mar. 1807. 
82 Add. MSS, 58933 ff. 132-3, 136-7, Spencer to Grenville, 15 Mar. and reply, 17 Mar. 

1807; 41852 f. 293, Grenville to Tom Grenville, recd. 16 Mar. 1807. 
83 Add . MSS , 41852 f. 293 , Grenville to Tom Grenville , recd. 16 Mar. 1807; the view 

was echoed by Spencer, ibid. 59033 ff. 138-9, Spencer to Grenville, 18 Mar. 1807 ; and 
reported with some satisfaction to Lord Fortescue, 1st Earl Fortescue MSS, 1262M/FC/4a, 
Grenville to Fortescue, 18 Mar. 1807. 
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required them to give a pledge that they would not raise the issue 
with him again. This Grenville and his pro-Catholic colleagues refused 
to give with the result that the King announced on the 19th that he 
would take steps to form another administration. 

It was therefore in an almost self-satisfied mood that Grenville 
retired quickly to Dropmore. His efforts to prepare the country 
for an extended war had been brought to an end by a political 
crisis which he had been unable to solve but which he had con­
trived to conclude to the best possible advantage to himself and his 
friends . Retirement once again beckoned. Thus when Howick 
requested his attendance at a meeting to discuss measures of opposi­
tion he replied: 'I feel very repugnant to any course of very active 
opposition, having been most unaffectedly disinclined to take upon 
myself the task in which I have been engaged, and, feeling no small 
pleasure in an honourable release, I could not bring myself to strug­
gle much to get my chains on again. '84 Five days after he had replied 
to Howick's letter, on the twenty-fifth of March, he surrendered his 
seals of office. On the same day the royal assent was given to the only 
measure for which the ministry is remembered with any approbation 
-the abolition of the slave trade. 

Conclusions 

Despite his relief at being dismissed, Grenville had been the effective 
head of the administration and it had been his influence which had 
shaped its overall strategy. Thus although individual policies had 
their origins in the usual complex of factors, it was his overview 
of the priorities that linked them together and gave them a common 
purpose. In this respect it is best regarded as Grenville's ministry as 
opposed to one dominated by Foxite maxims. 

Grenville's main objective was to put the country into a position 
from which it could withstand and perhaps eventually destroy 
Napoleon's continental hegemony. In order to do so he drew on his 
experiences under Pitt and tried to add to or improve on many of 
the policies his cousin had pursued. There was therefore a line of 
progression from Pitt's search for a maximum political consensus 
in support of the war effort to Grenville's idea of a union of parties 
and to the policy of conciliation he tried to pursue as prime minister. 
The administrative improvellJents and the economical reforms can 
also be traced back to the examples of Pitt's first administration but 
were given a special twist in the clear objective of centralising the 
administration of Ireland and Scotland in Whitehall-an objective 

84 Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 20 Mar. 1807. 
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which was linked to the cause of conciliation. The clearest cases of 
continuity are the attempts at military and financial reform. In the 
case of the military, Grenville had often complained in the 1 790s 
of the government's lack of sufficient resources to defend and attack 
at the same time. Sidmouth and Pitt had both attempted improve­
ments but Grenville hoped that Windham's 'military revolution' 
would solve the problem once and for all. He had the same hopes for 
his 'new plan of finance' in which he felt he had found the long-term 
solution to a problem which had plagued every government since 
1797. Finally there was a degree of continuity in Irish policy. Its 
Unionist drift has already been noted but it should not be over­
looked that towards the end Grenville began to consider once again 
the reforms that he and Pitt had mulled over from 1 799 to 1801: 
improvements to the Church of Ireland; provision for the Catholic 
clergy; and tithe reform. 

Yet it would be wrong to regard Grenville's overall objective as 
wholly Pittite. In the 1790s Pitt's war policy had mixed overseas 
conquest with continental expeditions and allied subsidies. From 
1804 to 1806, however, he had gravitated towards a strong emphasis 
on subsidies and 'continental confederacy'. Grenville, on the other 
hand, although never quite abandoning links with the continental 
powers, swung the other way and towards a mix of overseas conquest 
and national defence. Thus whereas Pitt's policy became more con­
tinentalist and aggressive, Grenville's became more maritime and 
defensive. It was the conflict between these two approaches, which 
all other policy was designed in essence to serve, that strongly 
influenced political debate for the next eight years. 

As for the government's record, it was reasonably successful if 
judged by the standards of Grenville's own objectives and those 
of his closest advisers such as Auckland. It possessed substantial 
majorities in Parliament ; administrative and economical reforms 
were under way; the 'new plan of finance' was likely to be accepted ; 
and the opportunity had been taken to abolish the slave trade. 
Moreover, in the case of war policy, it seemed to complement the 
scenario that Grenville had all along predicted. Britain was in the 
process of establishing a presence in South America, of defending 
interests in the Mediterranean, and had not wasted resources on 
a continental campaign that Napoleon looked certain to win. The 
problem areas were military recruitment and Ireland. In the case of 
the first, Grenville had realised that Windham's measures had failed 
and was attempting to remedy the situation. In the case of Ireland, 
a conciliatory line had simply failed to placate the Catholic leaders. 

If judged historically, however, the picture looks reather different. 
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Grenville's political consensus was in reality paper thin. Thus although 
he had secure majorities in the new Parliament, the King, Sidmouth, 
and Pittites in Scotland and England were disgruntled with the 
results of the general election and would in due course cohere to 
force the government into a corner. In addition the related financial 
and war policies were too inflexible to achieve the objective of 
a restoration of a European equilibrium. That could only be estab­
lished to Britain's satisfaction by her full participation in the relevant 
negotiations. It was unlikely that she would be able to achieve 
sufficient participation, however, if a combination of financial 
stringency and a defensive posture precluded her from supporting 
a continental campaign with troops and money. When these points 
are added to the failures on the military and Irish fronts, the overall 
verdict must be negative. 

Yet politics is about human beings as well as policies and it is 
difficult to escape the conclusion that it was in the field of human 
relations that Grenville's real failure lies. He was simply insufficiently 
sensitive either to political realities or to the feelings of those who 
were essential to his purpose. In general, for example, he seemed 
oblivious of the deep divisions, often on lines of personality and self­
interest between the various factions and parties. This led him to 
pursue the ideal of a national government when its realisation was 
hopeless. Similarly he failed to conciliate the different elements 
essential to his government or to deal firmly with liabilities. Thus 
although he always enjoyed harmonious relations with Fox and the 
leading Foxites, he managed to alienate Sidmouth, the Prince, and 
finally, the King. Conversely, although it is clear that he should 
have taken action against Windham, he persevered with him until the 
last. Liverpool was therefore correct in the following judgement of 
him, made shortly after the government had been dismissed: 'He 
is a man of considerable talents and great acquirements; but he is 
totally deficient in knowledge of the world, and what is called com­
monsense, and will, therefore, in the conduct of business, always get 
into scrapes, for he attends neither to circumstances, nor to con­
sequences.'85 Grenville, to his credit, recognised the deficiency, for 
as he had remarked to Buckingham he lacked the 'great and essential 
quality for my station'-competence in 'the management of men'. 

85 Quoted by V . E. Chancellor, 'The Ministry of All the Talents', 291. 
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Leader of the Opposition, 1807-1817 

(i) Introduction 

For the next ten years Grenville was the acknowledged leader of 
the main body of politicians opposed to the Portland, Perceval, and 
Liverpool administrations. 1 Both the position and the body over 
which he presided require some definition. Grenville was regarded 
as leader in deference to his stature and experience and as an 
acknowledgement to the Crown and the parliamentary classes that 
he was the most appropriate person to take the lead in any adminis­
tration that the Opposition formed. 2 It did not mean that he was 
necessarily regarded, or had been specifically chosen, as the best per­
son to direct the day to day affairs· of the Opposition. As for the main 
body of the Opposition, this consisted of the Grenvilles and the 
Foxites, the later headed by Lord Howick who finally succeeded his 
father as Earl Grey in November 1807. These two groups, whose 
ties had been established in 1803-4 and were then strengthened by 
the collective experience of office and dismissal in 1806-7, acted 
together as a party in opposition until 1817. It was, however, a par­
ticular kind of party. Thus there was no formal merging of their 
identities in this period and each tended to regard the party in 
terms of an alliance rather than a union. Furthermore, by far the 
larger group, the Foxites, not only had a longer history of acting 
as a party but were also accustomed to regarding themselves as the 
sole heirs of the Whig tradition. These factors combined to produce 

1 I have drawn freely from the standard works on the history of the Opposition in 
this period: M. Roberts, The Whig Party, 1807-1812 and A. Mitchell , The Whigs in Opposi­
tion 1815-1830. I trust they will allow me to acknowledge my debt to their work here 
rather than passim. I have also found A. D. Harvey, Britain in the Early Nineteenth Century, 
and J. J. Sack, The Grenvillites , to be continually useful. With regard to the differences 
between F. O'Gorman and I. R. Christie on the question of whether historians should refer 
to the Opposition in this period as The Whig Party, I prefer the latter's view, viz. that we 
should not; see I. R. Christie's review of O'Gorman's The Emergence of the British Two­
Party System, History, vol. 69, no. 223 (June 1983), p. 341. 

2 This was the point made by Lord Grey in 1817 when contemplating his and Grenville 's 
political separation, 1st Earl Fortescue MSS, 1262M/FC75 , Grey to Ebrington, 13 June 
1817; in Jan. 1811 Temple recorded that Grenville's colleagues explicitly stated that the 
latter was to be the head of any government they were called on to form, Stowe MSS, 
ST96, Temple's diary, sub. 11 Jan.1811. 
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expressions of distinctiveness on their part, expressions which when 
considered in isolation and in the knowledge of the separation of the 
two wings in 1817, led a subsequent school of historians to neglect 
the role of Grenville and the Grenvilles in the history of the party 
and even to swallow Foxite propaganda that only the latter deserved 
to be described as Whig. 

There were several reasons why Grenville was accorded this role. 
One was the part he had played in forming the alliance and in remain­
ing loyal to Fox and his followers in 1804 .and 1806 when he might 
have joined Pitt or even put himself at the head of the Pittites follow­
ing Pitt's death. Grenville had therefore demonstrated his worthiness 
to continue his superintendence of the party. Another was the 
breadth and depth of his experience. In 1807 he had more experience 
of high office than any other politician within the ranks of either the 
government or the Opposition. This was even the case in the new 
wing where only Spencer, Windham, and the ageing Auckland came 
anywhere near him in length of service. Perhaps more importantly, 
the very issues with which he had been most closely associated under 
Pitt and as prime minister-Ireland, international trade and domestic 
finance, the war, and North America-were clearly going to be 
the dominant issues confronting the party for some time to come. 
Thus when Grenville spoke on the Irish question in Parliament or 
at a party meeting, he would do so as one who had been directly 
involved in all the major aspects of Anglo-Irish relations since 1782. 
These were important assets, especially to the Foxite wing which had 
very little experience of office. 3 

A further reason was the extent of his political and intellectual 
influence. In the former case it was considerably wider than the 
members of his family and their dependents. It included in the first 
place the other members of the new wing of the Opposition, in 
particular, Fitzwilliam, Spencer, Windham, and William Elliot. In 
addition there were at least seventeen peers and bishops who sought 
his advice and direction. Some, like Auckland, had been and were 
to remain closely involved with him in moulding policy. Others, like 
Hardwicke, Cawdor, Somerset, and Fife, traced their connection 
with him back to the days when he was leader of the Lords under 
Pitt. Yet others, like most of the six Grenvillian bishops of this 
period, were old school or college friends who were indebted to his 
patronage and attracted by his deep commitment to the welfare 
of the Church. The result was that Grenville had a broad spectrum 
of supporters, particularly in the Lords where his interest amounted 

3 Grey underlined this point in a letter to Grenville on 17 Nov. 1812, Add. MSS, 58949 
ff. 44-7. 
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to about thirty or approximately one-third of the total Opposition 
force there in the 1807 Parliament. 4 Once again this was an impor­
tant asset to the Foxites. As a group that claimed to be the true 
representatives of aristocracy they had been woefully weak in the 
Lords. Grenville gave them not only a commanding presence in terms 
of debate and tactics, but also a broader basis of support than they 
could have commanded alone. In fact the general strength of the 
Opposition in the Lords after 1807 was one of the reasons why 
Perceval proposed a coalition with its leaders in September 1809. 5 

Equally important was his intellectual stature. He was already well 
known through his speeches and publications for the prodigious 
range of his knowledge and his restless pursuit of ideals, whether 
a European equilibrium, free trade or, as in the case of the slave trade, 
justice and humanity. He continued his activity in this period. Thus he 
read, spoke, and wrote as much in these years as he had done pre­
viously and in so doing was to add new dimensions to his political 
philosophy. The result was that he attracted the admiration of some 
of the brightest and newest talents in the Houe of Commons. This 
was particularly so in the cases of the Irish politician, W. C. Plunket, 
the Scots radical, Brougham, and the economists, Pascoe Grenfell, 
Francis Horner, and David Ricardo . Perhaps the best impression of 
his standing as a political savant is conveyed by the radical lawyer, 
Sir James Mackintosh, who spent two days with Grenville at Dropmore 
in January 1813 following his return from India. 

Lord Grenville, whom I had never seen before, was a considerable object of 
curiosity and interest to me: he has the cold manners and retired character and 
habits of his family; he begins no conversation, but very easily enters into any 
discussion that arises; he has a very strong understanding without genius, much 
positive knowledge in all the branches and dependencies of politics, and his 
private studies are Greek and botany, in both of which he is proficient; he is 
a very fair reasoner; he seems to me to look on public matters very honestly, 
and those who have had the opportunity of knowing, say that it is very satis­
factory to do business with him; his politics are very whiggish, and he gave me 
valuable information about modern English history, in which he is, beyond most 
men, conversant . We had a great deal of talk about India, a subject on which he 
has more interest and information than any other public man. He is, in the 
highest degree, adverse to the [East India] Company. Lady G [renville] is 
a charming woman, sensible, well-informed, unaffected, and though evidently 
of a cheerful or even gay character, living most contentedly in retirement, or 

4 See on this point, J. J . Sack, The Grenvillites , 132-5 . The bishops in 1808 were: 
William Cleaver (St. Asaph); John Randolph (Bangor); Henry Bathurst (Norwich); Charles 
Moss (Oxford); George Tomline (Lincoln) ; and Edward Vernon (York). 

5 Colchester Diary, ii. 215. 
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rather seclusion, with her husband, to whom she is tenderly attached. They live 
in such solitude, that they have an apprehension of a stranger and were quite 
thankful to Lord Lansdowne and [Francis] Horner for coming to secure them 
against a Scotch philosopher, who had been sojourning in the uttermost corners 
of the earth. 6 

His election as Chancellor of Oxford in 1809 was to some extent 
a testimony to his standing in terms of his experience, his knowledge 
of affairs, and his weight amongst the aristocracy. The vacancy 
occurred as a result of the death in October of the Duke of Portland 
who for the last two years of his life had combined the Chancellor­
ship with the premiership. Grenville had coveted the post for some 
time 7 and was aware from the outset that the election to the prestige 
and influence that it bestowed would be influenced strongly by 
political factors, as indeed it was. His opponents were Lord Eldon 
and the Duke of Beaufort, the former being the Lord Chancellor and 
a stro?g anti-~at~olic; indeed_ he was suspected of having influenced 
~he Kmg to dismiss the Grenville government on the Catholic question 
m 1807. The contest therefore took on the appearance principally 
of a struggle between Grenville and the Opposition on the one hand 
and Eldon as the representative of the reconstituted government 
under Spencer Perceval on the other, with the constitutional and 
religious dimensions of the Catholic question to the fore. Moreover 
Grenville's narrow victory over Eldon with Beaufort trailing some 
way behind was to a large extent due to purely political factors. 
One of these was the immense effort bestowed on the contest by 
Grenville himself and all sections of the Opposition from Wickham 
to Brougham. Indeed to judge by the volume of correspondence on 
the matter in his own papers and those of others such as Wickham, 
the contest assumed as much importance to the Opposition as 
a general election might have done. 8 Another reason was what he 
called the 'division of the Government and Tory party' in the shapes 
of Eldon and Beaufort; and yet another, the weakness of the Perceval 
government which was widely expected to be defeated in the Come 
mons as soon as the new session of Parliament got under way in 
January. As for the Catholic question, Grenville probably lessened 
the opposition to him in some quarters by distancing himself from 
the position of being the willing servant of the Catholic leaders 
in Dublin who chose the period of the University election to ask 

6 R. J. Mackintosh (ed.), Memoirs of the Life of Sir James Mackintosh, ii. 261. 
7 He declined to challenge Portland's election in 1792 but began to seek the succes­

sion in 1806. 
8 The final result was Grenville 406; Eldon 393; and Beaufort 283; Windham, Holland 

and Wickham were particularly warm in his cause see Add. MSS, 51530 ff. 97-100 and 
37909 passim (for Windham's contribution) and Wickham MSS, Bundles 17, 19. 
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him to present a relief petition in the forthcoming session-distanc­
ing which was to lead eventually to his famous Letter to Lord 
Fingall. 9 

However none of these factors can fully explain the result. Early 
on in the contest Grenville had pointed out in the course of request­
ing the support of the Prince of Wales that 'general character', 
'literary pursuits' and 'habits of life' would count and it certainly 
seems to have been the case that the party made his qualities in these 
respects a strong feature of its canvass on his behalf. 10 Lord Holland, 
for example, stressed them to the Revd. Dr Samuel Parr remarking: 
'The fact is there has seldom been any public man, and never one so 
much versed _in all the details of business, more sincerely and ardently 
attached to literature than he is.' 11 Moreover there is some indication 
in the poll that his general standing as a man who had the requisite 
literary and intellectual qualities desirable in a Chancellor made an 
impression. His own college voted overwhelmingly in his favour 
despite the opposition of the Dean; about half the bishops did so 
and_ according to Eldon and Tierney so did the bulk of 'the aristocracy' 
entitled to vote. Perhaps the last word should be left with Lord 
Holland, a colleague in the party who differed from Grenville on 
many political issues but who nevertheless regarded him with respect 
and affection. Holland recorded: 

He valued the distinction of the Chancellorship very highly. The unbiassed 
suffrages of a learned and pious body were, in his estimation, so many testi­
monies to literature, taste, integrity and virtue. Who, therefore, of an honest 
mind but was gratified at seeing a man who had sacrificed so much to a sense 
of public duty rewarded at last by a favourite and innocent objection of 
ambition? 12 

The final point to be made about Grenville's claims to the leader­
ship is . that he had no real competitors during most of this period. 
Apart from Fitzwilliam and Spencer there was no one amongst the 
new wing and they were ruled out by illhealth. As for the Foxites 
the natural contestants were Grey, Holland, and Lansdowne, there 
being nobody in the Commons who was acceptable either to the 
~rown or the bulk of the party. However all three had been strongly 
impressed by Grenville when in office and although they were often 
irritated by his views and style in this period, showed no desire to 

9 Wickham MSS , Bundle 16, Grenville to Wickham, 5 Nov. 1809; bundle 19, the same to 
the same, 27 Nov. 1809. 

10 HMC Fortescue, ix. 349. 
11 Ibid. ix. 3 50. 
12 Holland, Further Memoirs , 42; Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 12, 23 Nov. 1809; Add. 

MSS, 59411 f. 151. 
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replace him. Thus Grey, although recognised as head of the Foxite 
wmg, expressly rejected Grenville's suggestion that he replace him as 
leader of the party in 1812 and was very reluctant to assume the 
mantle five years later when it was clear that Grenville was bent 
on retirement. Indeed so strong was their attachment that Holland 
wrote to Grenville after the former had taken office in 183 O in order 
to express his regret that he would not have the benefit of his advice 
on the conduct of business. 13 

Yet the various factors that contributed to Grenville being leader 
of the party were almost outweighed by others which made him 
ill~suited_ to i~. O~e of the~e was his poor standing with the Crown. 
His relat10nship with the Kmg had deteriorated steadily since 1800-1 
and was pen:nanently soured by the events of 1806-7. Thus George 
Rose noted m 1809 that the King had often told him in the course 
of the previous two years that Grenville was even more 'offensive' 
to him than Fox had been. 14 He fared little better with the Prince 
of Wales .. The latter never forgave him for having failed to make 
a _d~termmed . effort to rid him of Princess Caroline when prime 
mmis~er and m 1811 was so exasperated by his conduct on the 
quest10n of the Regency that he became almost as determined as his 
father had been not to see him at the head of an administration again. 
. Another drawback was the underlying weakness of his position 
m the party. One aspect of this was his being in the Lords at this 
particular point in time. Thus although the Opposition in the Lords 
was stronger numerically in the 1807 Parliament than at any time 
since the unusual circumstances of 1804 and before that, the 1780s, 
it w~s e~en stronger in the Commons. In fact following the 1807 
elect10n 1t almost equalled the Portland administration in numerical 
strength. Grenville was therefore obliged to concert the operations of 
90 to 1 ?O peers and ~ro.und 200 Commoners. Being in the Lords 
made this even more difficult than if he had been in the Commons 
particularly as the person he had consented to becoming leader of 
t?e party there, George Ponsonby, proved to be an ineffective 
lieutenant. 

. Another aspec~ was his weakness in the Commons. Thus despite 
his power base m the Lords the Grenvilles, that is the family, 
Buckingham's members, and Grenville's own followers, were very 
much the junior partners where they accounted for only about 
one-seventh of the Opposition. is Moreover it cannot be said that 

13 
Add. MSS, ~8949 ff. 38-47; 191-2, Grenville to Grey, 10 Nov., reply 17 Nov. 1812 

and
1
frey to Grenville [22 Nov.] 1817; Grey MSS , Grenville to Grey, 23 Feb. 1817. 

Rose Corr. ii . 391. 
15 

] . ]. Sack, The Grenvillites, op. cit. 132-5. 
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the connection with the Grenville family interest added either to the 
Opposition's esprit de corps or its popularity. Few of them com­
manded much weight in the party and some, most notably Buckingham 
and Temple, were' detested not only by their colleagues but by the 
public at large. In Buckingham's case this was mainly due to his 
combining substantial real estate with one of the most lucrative 
sinecures in the Kingdom; and in his son's, to his consuming pride 
and his pugilistic views on war policy. A certain amount of the 
opprobrium heaped on them inevitably rubbed off on Grenville 
and weakened his influence in the Commons still further . 

Perhaps the most crucial weakness of his position, however, was 
the fact that it was one for which he had no great enthusiasm and 
in some respects, little aptitude. One reason for his lack of enthusi­
asm was his misgivings about forming a systematic opposition and his 
lingering hope for a wartime coalition. Another was his feeling after 
1807 that his health and 'peace of mind' could not stand the strain 
either of office or of too much activity in opposition, a point of 
view that was strengthened by deteriorating eyesight16 and an 
enfeebled hand that made writing difficult. Yet another was his 
conclusion, strengthened after his election as Chancellor of Oxford 
in 1809, that his ambition had been fulfilled and that there was 
nothing left to achieve. i? The result was that although only forty­
seven when his government was dismissed, he shuddered at the 
thought of ever having to put on 'my chains' again. 18 The feeling 
persisted and a constant theme of his correspondence with his brothers 
and with Grey was his reluctance to accept office or to commit 
himself to anything more than short bursts of parliamentary activity. 

As for his qualifications to exercise the various functions of his 
position, he would have been the first to admit his deficiencies. 
Perhaps the most outstanding was the fact that he was not a member 
of the social centres of the Foxite wing, Brooks's and Holland House. 
In the case of Brooks's, he never bothered to join; and in the case of 
Holland House, social visits were severely restricted by the fact that 
his wife had misgivings about being in the company of Lady Holland 
on the grounds that she was a divorcee and had lived with Holland 
before their marriage.19 Furthermore he simply did not have the 

16 On 11 Jan. 1810 Lady Grenville told Charles Wynn that her husband's 'joy' on his 
installation as Chancellor of Oxford had been 'dampened' by increasing concern about his 
eyesight, Coedymaen MSS (281). 

17 HMC Fortescue, x. 145. 
18 Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 20 Mar. 1807. 
19 In 1809 Grenville invited Lord Holland and his wife to Dropmore but in 1815 the 

two ladies had to be kept apart see Add. MSS , 51530 f. 74, Grenville to Holland , 10 Oct. 
1809 ; Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 6 Dec. 1815 . 
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personal qualities necessary to overcome these obstacles to his 
dominance of the party. His letters to those with whom he was not 
on intimate terms continued to read like sermons and on one 
occasion Tom had to apologise for their being 'as dry as a chip'. 20 

In addition he found personal contact with his colleagues as difficult 
as ever. Grey described two meetings of the Opposition chiefs in 
January 1808, one at Grenville's house and the other at Lord 
Holland's, which were probably typical. On both occasions Grenville 
sat through dinner 'with his usual silence' with the result (at Lord 
Holland's) that there was no conversation of any consequence 'exce~t 
what passed in little knots after dinner in the drawing room'. 1 

Unlike Fox he was not an inspiring leader nor one who could pro­
duce results by tact and charm. 

(ii) Tactics, policy and the prospect of office, 1807-1812 

Despite the balance between the strengths and weaknesses of his 
position Grenville exerted a strong influence on the fortunes of the 
party in the 1807 Parliament. His expenditure of time and energy on 
party business, for example, was considerably greater than the letters 
written from Dropmore or Boconnoc expre.<>sing weariness with 
politics suggest. Thus he normally succumbed to pressure and moved 
to Camelford House shortly before the beginning of the parlia­
mentary session to devote himself to politics until the main business 
was disposed of in the spring. It was at this point when a frustration 
with his role and the distractions of his lilacs and rhododendrons com­
bined to tempt him to take his leave for the country. Moreover he 
was always willing to increase his level of activity when he felt the 
situation warranted it. This was the case during Perceval's administra­
tion. Grenville was particularly hostile to Perceval's politics and 
believed that the departure of Canning and Castlereagh over the 
Walcheren issue left the Pittites devoid of talent and more pro­
Orange in outlook. 22 He was also aware of the weakness of the 
administration and the possibility that it might at any moment 
collapse through the intervention of the Prince of Wales. These 
factors resulted in his playing a more assertive role as party chief 
than he had done in Portland's time. Thus despite his customary 
disclaimers to the contrary and an enforced absence through 
ill health between May and October 1810, he was considerably 

20 The journal of Lady Holland, ii. 286. 
21 Grey MSS, Grey to Lady Grey, 28 Jan. 1808. 
22 Ibid. Grenville to Grey, 19 Jan. 1812; Add. MSS, 41853 ff. 253-4, Grenville to Tom 

Grenville, 15 May 1812. 

Leader of the Opposition 1807-1817 421 

more active in the routine matters of chairing meetings, writing 
letters, and whipping up support. He consequently played a pro­
minent part in the devising of strategy during the 1810 and 1812 
sessions and had, as Lord Holland records, a veritable passion for 
pen and ink during the Regency crisis. 23 

The main objective of his efforts, whether they were desultory 
or energetic, was the pressing of his own views on tactics and policy 
on the party. In essence these were based on the 'defensive' and 
'husbanding' system he had pursued when prime minister and which 
had then consisted of: a union of parties; a defensive war; the con­
ciliation of Catholic Ireland; and the husbanding of resources, par­
ticularly by financial reform and the promotion of trade. 

The only substantial refinement of this system took place with 
regard to the union of parties. Grenville believed that some of the 
leading Pittites had conspired with the King to drive him out of 
office in March 1807. He therefore argued that they had allied 
themselves to the Court and its anti-Catholic stance and were 
unworthy of being called Pitt's heirs of of being suitable objects 
of conciliation by the party. Indeed he soon began to refer to them 
as the party of 'the old Court' or 'tories'. 24 However although he 
belieyed their action justified opposition he did not feel that this 
should necessarily be systematic. The war still had to be won and 
this cause was unlikely to be furthered, he believed, by harassing 
government on points that were not directly related to the war 
effort. Thus despite its numerical strength in the Lords and Com­
mons he favoured the Opposition being highly selective in its opera­
tions eve? to th~ point of seceding from Parliament once it had put 
forward Its leadmg arguments. The idea of a union of parties was 
therefore diluted to what is best described as one of controlled 
opposition. 25 

In other respects Grenville held firm to his system. In the case 
of war policy, for example, he believed that the control Napoleon 
was able to establish over virtually the whole of the continent by 
1811 _justified a defensive posture. Thus although he was sympathetic 
to raids and demonstrations designed to protect existing interests, 
such a~ the seizure of the Danish fleet in 1807, he was opposed to 
operations that could lead to Britain becoming a principal in the 
land war. Britain, he argued, was a maritime power and should 
only act as an auxiliary to the military might of the great powers. 

•> Holland, Further Memoirs, 85. 
24 Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 17 May 1812; Add. MSS, 41853 ff. 255-60, to Tom 

Grenville, 17 May 1812. 
25 In 1808, for example, see Add. MSS, 58947 ff. 69-75, Grey to Grenville, 27 Dec. 

1807; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 30 Jan . 1808; Grey to Lady Grey 19 Jan. 1808. 
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It was for this fundamental reason that he was hostile to the Iberian 
campaign.26 

The progress of the war and Napoleon's continental blockade 
intensified his faith in domestic conciliation and husbandry. Ireland 
now had to be conciliated by Catholic emancipation in order to 
prevent the Catholic cause falling permanently into the h~n~s of the 
radicals and producing a situation comparable to 1798. Similarly he 
became even more convinced that there should be a reform of the 
financial system and that this should be accompanied by an aggres­
sive commercial policy along the lines of free trade. The first was the 
only way to avoid escalating war taxes and doing permanent damage 
to industrial and commercial enterprise. The second was the only 
effective way, in his view, to combat Napoleon's economic squeeze. 
He was therefore an opponent of the Orders in Council which. ~ut 
France and her allies under economic blockade-an opposition 
that was intensified by the fact that it led to a worsening of relations 
with the United States and a reversal of the policy towards that 
country that Grenville had tried to implement w.hen prime ministe~ . 
He regarded all other issues as secondary and m so~e ~ases posi­
tively harmful to the war effort. The latter was his .view of the 
economical and parliamentary reform movement~. A?mittedly there 
was special pleading in both cases but. underymg it ""'.as th~ con­
viction that a state of siege did not provide the appropriate circum­
stances in which to attack the establishment and so encourage the 
forces of popular radicalism. . . 

Needless to say Grenville's views on tactics and policy did not 
attract many wholehearted devotees in the party. Thus Grey, who 
spoke for the bulk of the Foxite wing, disliked the idea of con­
trolled opposition in such favourable political circumstances; and 
refused to have anything to do with secession on the grounds that 
it had served the party ill after 1797. As for war policy he was pr~­
pared to criticise raids and demonstrations and was sympath~tic 
to the Iberian campaign, believing it was both right and expedient 
to support Spanish patriots. In the case of domestic _poli.cy he ~as !ar 
less enthusiastic about insisting on Catholic emancipat10n, beltevmg 
that the electorate had indicated their opposition to it in the 1807 
election; but was willing to patronise economical and parliame~tary 
reform in order to tranquillise radical opinion. In fact the .only issu.e 
on which they were in complete agreement was the Orders m Council 
which Grey also opposed. Moreover even Grey's views were regarded 
as too concerned with the war effort by some sections of the party. 

26 See, for example, Par/. Deb. xxiv. 45 ; Add. MSS , 58947 ff. i2i-4, Grenville to Grey, 
5 Jan. 1809. 
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Thus the radical wing led by Whitbread was in favour of a negotiated 
settlement then and there and the giving of full expression to 
a domestic reform movement supported, if necessary, by extra­
parliamentary activity. From their perspective there was little to 
choose between Grenville's defensive and husbanding system and 
the war policy of the Pittites. 

Grenville therefore found himself at the centre of a continuous 
wrangle over tactics and policy. Somewhat surprisingly, given his 
lack of enthusiasm for his role, it was a wrangle from which he 
emerged with a measure of success. Thus in the case of decisions 
about the line the Opposition should take in Lords and Commons 
there emerged during the life of the Portland government a succes­
sion of compromises between Grenville's views and those of his 
senior colleagues. In April 1807, following the formation of the new 
administration, he moderated the inclinations of others to attack the 
Crown's prerogative to dismiss ministers, preferring that criticism was 
directed towards the activities of the Pittities in influencing the King. 
A compromise emerged in motions critical of the pledge the King 
had demanded of his ministers on the Catholic question. 27 In 1808 
and 1809 pre-session discussions were concentrated on the dif­
ferences over the priority to be accorded to the Catholic question; 
the merits of the raid on Copenhagen and the Iberian campaign; 
and the questions of secession and controlled or even unfettered 
opposition. A compromise emerged in each year. In 1808 Grenville 
was able to persuade the party chiefs to give priority to the Catholic 
question in return for his forsaking his sympathy for the Copenhagen 
expedition and abandoning the idea of secession in favour of limited 
opposition. 28 In 1809 the Catholic question was put to one side and 
the differences on the merits of the Iberian campaign evaded by 
criticism being restricted to the conduct as opposed to the principle 
of operations. In addition a decision not to oppose the Address in 
1809 was to some extent the result of a compromise between those 
who favoured outright opposition and these like Grenville who 
favoured a statement of party policy followed by a secession from 
Parliament in deference to the seriousness of the continental situa­
tion. 29 

27 Grey MSS, Grenville to Howick, 2 Apr. 1807, see also his letter to Lord Hardwicke 
of the same date, Add . MSS , 35424 f. 74. 

28 For discussions on these issues see in particular, HMC Fortescue , x. 16-28; Add. MSS, 
58947 ff. 69-75, 77-81 , 95-9 , Grenville to Grey, 27 Dec. 1807, 3 May 1808; Grey to 
Grenville, 3 Jan., 7 May 1808 ; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 16 May 1808 ; for Grenville's 
speech attacking the government's case for seizing the Danish fleet, see Par/. Deb. x. 16-28. 

29 The discussions leading to this agreement can be followed in: HMC Fortescue , ix. 
252-4 , 366-8 ; Court and Cabinets of George III , iv. 28()-2, 298-9 ; Add. MSS , 58947 
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However the spirit of these initial agreements was never entirely 
followed through, and sometimes not even the letter was. Grenville's 
chief difficulties · in this respect arose in the Commons. In the Lords 
his own leadership and the close contact with Grey, Holland, and 
others resulted in these pre-session atrangements being largely main­
tained. In fact throughout the life of the Portland administration 
the party chiefs congratulated themselves on the unity of purpose 
which they and their colleagues displayed in the Upper House. 30 

Maintaining discipline in the Commons proved to be far more 
difficult. Indeed Grenville's and Grey's remoteness from the scene 
of action and the inadequacy of Ponsonby often led to the tail 
wagging the dog. Thus despite determined efforts in 1808, Grenville 
was unable to prevent Whitbread from moving resolutions in favour 
of immediate peace negotiations which received between fifty­
eight and seventy votes. 31 Moreover in the following year he ran into 
severe difficulties on the subjects of economical and parliamentary 
reform. Thus despite well publicised warnings to the radicals since 
1807 about his sensitivities on these subjects, 32 he was unable to 
prevent Whitbread and his friends from bringing forward a string of 
resolutions in favour of reform, the focal point of which was the 
charges of nepotism against the Duke of York, a subject on which he 
felt particularly vulnerable in view of the fact that one of W. H. 
Fremantle 's nephews had been a beneficiary. 33 In fact by the end of 
the 1809 session, when the voting on these issues indicated that 
support for reform had been rekindled amongst a sizeable section 
of the party, he drew a contrast between those 'well compacted' 
ff. 102-4, 106-112, 113-17, 121-4, Grey to Grenville, 31 Oct. , 25 Dec. 1808 ; Grenville 
to Grey, 20 Dec. 1808, 5 Jan. 1809; 58964 ff. 47-51 , T ierney to Grenville, 21 , 24 Dec. 
1808 ; 58961 ff. 76-8 , Lord H. Petty to Grenville , 22 Dec. 1808 ; 58955 ff. 98-103, Grenville 
to Fitzwilliam and reply , 9 , 12 J an. 1809 ; 58977 ff. 20-2 , Whitbread to Grenville, 13 May 
1809; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 5 Nov. 1808, 13 Jan. 1809 ; Tierney to Grey, 19 Dec. 
1808, 1, 6 , 16, 19 Jan. 1809 ; Wentworth Woodhouse Muniments, F 32/63 , G. Ponsonby 
to Fitzwilliam, 7 Jan. 1809 ; Bowood MSS, Grenvill e to Lord H. Petty, 25 Oct. 1808; Grey 
to Petty, 18 Nov., 25 Dec. 1808 ; Add. MSS, 41853 f. 5, Grenville to Tom Grenville, 12 Jan. 
1809. 

30 Grey MSS , Grey to Lady Grey, 5 Feb. 1808 where he remarks : 'In the House of 
Lords we are all harmony and good humour', see also Add. MSS, 58951 ff. 18-21, Grenville 
to Holland, 6 June 1809 where Grenville makes the same point. 

31 The discussions on this head can be followed in Add. MSS , 58963 ff. 77-8, G. 
Ponsonby to Grenville , 20 Feb . 1808; 58947 ff. 91-2 , Grey to Grenville, 23 Feb . 1808 ; 
58977 ff. 16- 19, Grenville to Whitbread, 16 May 1808; Grey MSS , Grenville to Grey, 
23 Feb ., 16 May 1808 ; Tierney to Grey, 12 July 1808; Add. MSS , 41852 ff. 365-6,Grenville 
to Tom Grenville, 12 June 1808. 

32 He was very angry that the record of the 'Talents ' on sinecures and pensions was 
inadequately defended b y his colleagues in 1807. see Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 
192-3 , 222-4 ; M. Roberts , The Whig Party 1807-1812, 186. 

33 HMC Fortescue, ix. 280-2; Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 333-4 ; Stowe MSS , 
STG Box 38(21), Tom Grenville to Buckingham, Tuesday,? Mar. 1809. 
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corps in the Lords and the chaotic situation in the Commons where 
it was vain 'to deny that as a Party ... we are at an end'. 34 

The mixed results of Grenville's stewardship during Portland 's 
premiership and the enhanced prospects of office following the 
formation of the weak Perceval administration, determined him to 
resolve the conflicts within the party on policy. This was to lead 
to some modification of the 'defensive' and 'husbanding' system 
to which he had initially been committed. 

A notable shift of emphasis took place in his views on war policy. 
Some manner of agreement in the party was essential. Thus although 
all sides condemned the Orders in Council, there had been ill­
concealed differences over the Copenhagen and the Iberian campaigns; 
and open controversy on the merits of an immediate pacification. 
Grenville edged towards a compromise. A combination of factors­
Napoleon's hegemony, the possibility that the government would 
be forced to resign over the Walcheren fiasco, and pressure from 
Auckland and Grey, the former in support of a negotiated balance 
between French land and British sea power_-all played a part. 
Thus on the twenty-ninth of March 1810 Grenville explained to 
Whitlxead that although he favoured defensive war there was no one 
'more anxious for peace' or 'more ready to take any proper step to 
contribute to its arrangement' than himself. Thereafter, at least until 
the summer of 1812, defensive war or peace negotiations was the 
agreed policy of the party, a compromise which led to fewer disagree­
ments on the subject both within the leadership junto and between 
the junto and the radicals. 35 

He also attempted to resolve the differences over domestic policy. 
His own priority in this respect was the Catholic question on which 
he and Grey had differed in their approach. The touchstone of their 
differences was the royal veto on the nomination of Catholic bishops. 
Grenville in his anxiety to press the issue for the sake of the war 
effort by appeasing what he imagined to be representative Catholic 
opinion, had first sponsored, and then dropped, the idea following 
the Catholic bishops' rejection of it in the autumn of 1808. 36 Grey, 

34 Add. MSS, 58951 ff. 18-21 , Grenville to Lord Holland, 6 June 1809 ; Grey MSS, 
Tierney to Grey, 17 July 1809. 

35 HMC Fo rtescue, x . 21-4 ; BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville 's diary for 1810, sub. 27, 29 
Mar. 1810 ; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey , 17 May 1812. Grenville also had in mind of 
course, the similar circumstances of 1795-7 and 1806-7 when he had also consented to 
peace negotiations. 

36 There is a wealth . of correspondence on the steps which led Grenville to propose 
the veto in May 1808 and to reject it as a sine qua non in the following autumn . Particularly 
important documents are : HMC Fortescue , ix. 197-8; Court and Cabinets of George Ill , 
iv. 280-2 ; Add. MSS, 58947 ff. 95-9, Grenville to Grey, 3 May, a reply, 7 May 1808 ; 51530 
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for his part, was much more sensitive to English political realities 
and was inclined to retain the veto in order to demonstrate the 
party's moderation. 37 These differences were the reason for the 
official silence on the subject in the first half of 1809. 

Grenville's determination to resolve the issue was prompted by 
Perceval's offer of a coalition in September 1809 which raised the 
question of the party's position in a particularly urgent form; 38 and 
by the discovery during the course of his election for Oxford that 
Lord Fingall and the moderates in Dublin wished him to present 
a petition to Parliament in 1810.39 Following extensive consulta­
tion with the party chiefs,40 he responded with the famous Letter 
to Lord Fingall, 'an Epistle General' to the Irish Catholics which 
was designed to stand as a statement of party policy. In this he 
steered a middle course between his own inclination to support 
what moderate Catholic opinion appeared to want and Grey's 
preference for caution. He therefore stated that he would present 
the petition but decline to make any specific motion for emancipa­
tion because of the unpropitious climate. Then, having berated the 
Catholic bishops for rejecting the veto, he moved the party away 
from any commitment to it, proposing instead the necessity of some 
as yet, undefined securities and safeguards for the Protestant estab­
lishment. He concluded by asserting the supremacy of the party 
over the Catholic leaders in determining the scope of any con­
cession. 41 

The Letter when published in January 1810 led to a storm of 
criticism from the Catholic leaders on the grounds that Grenville 
seemed to be abandoning his pro-Catholic principles ;42 and left 

ff. 46-55, Grenville to Holland, 9 Nov. 1808; Bowood MSS, Grenville to Petty, 25 Oct. 
1808; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 16 May, 5 Nov. 1808. 

37 For Grey's views and the divisions in the party see HMC Fortescue, ix. 366-8; Stowe 
MSS, ST 94, Temple to Buckingham, 4 Nov. 1808; Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 10 Nov. 
1808; Bowood MSS, Grey to Petty, 18 Nov. 1808. 

38 The Opposition believed that Perceval had made the offer in order to have it rejected 
on the Catholic issue and thereby establish himself on the firm ground of 'no popery' and 
'Church and King', see Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 18 Oct. 1809, Tierney to Grey, 26 Oct. 
1809. It was also believed that Grenville was wrong to have rejected the overture on the 
grounds of having to make a pledge to the King on the matter. 

39 Add. MSS, 59411 ff. 1-2, Grenville to Frodsham Hodson, Principal of Brasenose, 
23 Oct. 1809; Add. MSS, 41853 f. 121 where Grenville in a letter to Tom, 27 Nov. 1809, 
refers to the petition as 'provoking'. 

40 Add. MSS, 41853 ff. 169-72, Grenville to Tom Grenville, 27 Dec. 1809; Grey MSS, 
Grenville to Grey, 29 Nov. 1809, 14, 22 Jan. 1810; Grey to Lady Grey, 8 Jan. 1810; to 
Whitbread, 12 Jan. 1810; Court and Cabinets of George Ill, iv. 418-19. 

41 Letter from ... Lord Grenville to the Earl of Fingall. 
42 See M. Roberts, The Whig Party 1807-1812, 73-9, on the reaction of the Irish and 

English Catholic leaders; see also Grey MSS, Grey to Lady Grey, 3 Feb. 1810; Harewood 
Archives; George Canning Bundle 24, Canning to his wife, 27 Jan. 1810. 
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casual readers in doubt on the veto issue.43 The result was a further 
refinement of the party's position. Thus following further discussion 
Grenville and Grey agreed at the end of March 1810 that the part; 
would no: ta~e off~ce without the King'~ consent to their proposing 
an emancipat10n bill; and that such a bill should contain securities 
oth~r than the v_eto. 44 It was in this position that party policy rested 
until the_ formation of the Liverpool administration, and the passage 
of C~nnm~'s pro-Catholic motion in the Commons prompted fresh 
considerat10n. 

Grenville also sought to establish agreement on other aspects 
of domestic policy. He had little difficulty where finance and com­
merce were concerned. Few members of the old wing had much 
interest in either subject at this stage and no one bar Auckland 
could match his experience and expertise. Thus in the case of 
financial policy Grenville secured Grey's agreement to the intro­
?uction .of a version of the 'new plan' of 1807 if the party was called 
mto office and was able to muster an increasing volume of support 
for a renewed enthusiasm-a return to the gold standard. 45 As for 
commercial policy, Grenville took comfort from the fact that the 
party was united in its opposition to the Orders in Council and 
with . the_ advantage. of this 'umbrella' took every opportunity to 
educate lt on the virtues of free trade. On the eighth of February 
1810, for example, in the course of a debate on the Orders, he 
referred to the 'antiquated' notion of the 'balance of trade' and 
described it as 'so proscribed by all men of enlightened views, that it 
wa~ only fit for the dark ages, and ought to be exploded by the 
p_hilosophy ~f mode!n governments'. 46 A year later he rallied opposi­
tion. to a bil~ to give ~ bounty f?r the use of sugar in distilling, 
argumg that lt was an mtermeddhng species of policy' and would 
undermine the 'natural law' by which prices found their own level. 47 

The party therefore found itself being led by the nose back to the 
precepts of Adam Smith. Grey must have felt rather like Pitt had 
done in 1800 when receiving one of Grenville's lectures on the 
subject. 

On . the question of economical and parliamentary reform 
Grenville made some concessions to the radicals in the interests of 
unity. As the disputes of 1807-9 had demonstrated there was 

43 Grenville always denied that the Finga/J Letter had committed the party to the veto, 
see, for example, Parl. Deb. xxii. 696. 

44 BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville's diary for 1810, sub. 27 Mar. 1810. 
45 HMC Fortescue, x. 21-4; BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville's diary for 1810, sub. 

29 Mar. 1810. 
46 Parl. Deb. xv. 348. 
47 Ibid. xix. 794. 
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a considerable divergence between his views and theirs. Thus he 
supported ministerial patronage as one of the means by which 
governments could sustain themselves in office and was particularly 
sensitive on the subject of sinecures not only on Buckingham's 
account but also on Tom's and his own. He therefore had his own 
position in mind when he justified sinecures as the only way the 
State could enable those of modest means to devote themselves 
to the public service. 48 How else, he might have said, could he 
afford to keep up Camelford House as a political centre for three to 
four months a year? 

He nevertheless modified his views when the prospects of office 
made an appearance of unity essential. In the case of ministerial 
patronage he relaxed his position sufficiently to give approval to 
Brougham's 1810 proposal for a reduction in the number of place­
men that could sit in the Commons. 49 As for sinecures, he outlined 
a new policy to Grey and Whitbread. He therefore stated that he 
would agree to the abolition of sinecures in return for their support 
for a parliamentary grant to the Crown from which it could reward 
those who made a contribution to the State according to 'a scale of 
rank of office and length of service'. He was not prepared, however, 
to abandon the one without the other : the principle of rewards for 
public service had to be maintained. so It is significant that it was at 
this point in time that he suggested to Buckingham that the income 
he received as Teller of the Exchequer had now outstripped the value 
of his services to the State. 51 

He made a similar gesture on parliamentary reform. His own 
position was conservative but well considered. He detested the 
slogan 'parliamentary reform' because it worked against the rigorous 
investigation of the electoral system and encouraged 'visionary 
principles' which were more related to destruction than improve­
ment. He was therefore anxious to keep discussion of the subject in 
the parliamentary arena and to prevent it becoming the plaything 
of those who had little time to investigate its practicalities. 52 As 
a complement to this outlook he refused to concede that a case 
had been made out that large towns had a right to be represented 
in Parliament. 53 On the other hand he was prepared to support 

48 BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville's diary for 1810, sub. 30 Mar. 1810 ; Coedymaen MSS, 
(288A), Grenville to C. W.W. Wynn, n.d. but early 1812. 

49 Add. MSS , 58965 ff. 10-15, Grenville to Brougham, 1 May 1810. 
50 BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville 's dairy for 1810, sub . 27, 30 Mar. 1810. 
si Court and Cabinets of George III, iv. 421-3; Stowe MSS, STG Box 44(42), where 

Buckingham 's average income as Teller since 1793 is computed at £14,500 p.a. 
52 BL, Fortescue MSS, Grenville 's diary for 1810, sub . 30 Mar. 1810; Grey MSS, 

Grenville to Whitbread, 23 Apr. 1810. 
53 Add. MSS, 58965 ff. 10-15, Grenville to Brougham, 1 May 1810. 
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specific measures of reform. He therefore approved Curwen's Act 
which attempted to curb the sale of parliamentary seats on the open 
market and showed some enthusiasm for two measures prepared 
by Charles Wynn which were designed to reduce corruption at 
elections. 54 

Grenville made these views a basis for an agreement on electoral 
reform. In March 1810 once again, he made it known to Grey and 
Whitbread that he conceded the case for the party responding even­
tually to public opinion on the question of reform, although he 
hoped that this genuflection would be made to all sections of the 
community and not be restricted to known reformers. In the mean­
time he argued that they should all unite in support of specific 
cases for reform such as the 'venal boroughs' which he believed were 
too much under the influence of the monied interests. 55 

These gestures had the effect of soothing tensions on the subject, 
at least until April-May 1812 when controversy erupted over 
Creevey's motion to limit the value of Tellerships of the Exchequer. 
In fact following the 1810 talks it was accepted that the party 
would propose measures of reform if it took office. This was made 
clear in correspondence between Grenville and Grey in January 
1812,· although needless to say the former wished to know how 
far he might be obliged to travel along this particular path. 56 

Thus there are reasonable grounds for arguing that the disagree­
ments of 1807-9 and the heightened prospects of office following 
the formation of the Perceval administration led Grenville to make 
a special effort to achieve unity on policy. In the summer of 1809 
the party chiefs had agreed that unity did not exist, particularly in 
the Commons. By the time of Perceval's death, on the other hand, 
there was a general understanding between the chiefs on what the 
party's policies in office would be. Taken together these repre­
sented a modification of the 'defensive' and 'husbanding' system 
Grenville had sought to perpetuate following the collapse of the 
'Talents' administration. Thus in the case of war policy, the hawks 
and the doves were reconciled by a general agreement to revoke the 
Orders in Council and then to combine a defensive war with an 
attempt at a pacification. As for domestic policy, a slightly lower 
priority was accorded to the Catholic question than Grenville 
would have wished but it was understood that the party would not 
take office unless it 'was free to propose a measure of relief that 

54 
Ibid. 58967 ff. 24-5, to W. H. Fremantle, 27 Sept. 1812 ; Coedymaen MSS , (283), 

Grenville to C. W. W. Wynn, 27 Apr. 1810. 
55 BL, Fortescue MSS , Grenville's diary for 1810, sub. 27, 30 Mar. 1810. 
56 HMC Fortescue , x . 197-200. 
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contained such securities other than the veto as it believed desirable. 
In addition while Grenville was to be given his head on financial and 
commercial policy, he had indicated his willingness to consider 
specific measures of economical and parliamentary reform. This was 
the kind of programme that Grey outlined to the Lords in the form 
of an address on the thirteenth of June 1810 and it was based 
largely on discussions with Granville beforehand. If it had not been 
for Grenville's illness he would have presented it himself. 57 

However, Grenville's more assertive stewardship did not lead the 
party into office. On five occasions between September 1809 and 
June 1812 the opportunity presented itself, only to disappear or to 
be rejected. On one of these, brought about by the government's 
defeat in the Commons on the Walcheren expedition in January 
1810, Grenville had no part to play. The government merely staggered 
on and the expected call to office never came. Moreover on three 
other occasions there was a general agreement amongst the party 
leaders that the overtures they had received should be rejected. In 
September 1809 and January 1812 they declined the proposal to 
join Perceval's government on the grounds of their differences with 
him on the Catholic question. And in June 1812, following Perceval's 
assassination, they rebuffed the Regent's overture that they form part 
of a Wellesley or Moira government partly because they believed 
that he was not in earnest; and partly because they felt they would 
be denied any control over the membership of the Royal Household. 
It is true that each overture led to very extensive discussions within 
the party but it is equally true that the outcome was never really 
in doubt. Grenville therefore had little more to do than play (along 
with Grey) the role of spokesman of a position agreed amongst 
party chiefs. 58 

57 Parl. Deb. xvii . 533-78. Tom read Grey 's address to Grenville at Dropmore, Grey 
MSS, Tom Grenville to Grey, 3 June 1810. For the background to its composition see HMC 
Fortescue, x. 27-8, 29-31, 35-6 ; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 27 Apr. 1810 ; BL, Fortescue 
MSS, Grenville 's diary for 1810, sub. 8 May 1810; Add. MSS, 59308 ff. 79-84 which is, 
I think, a draft of the address by Grenville. 

58 For detailed accounts of these episodes see M. Roberts , The Whig Party 1807-1812 , 
347-59, 371-405. By far the most interesting was that of September 1809. Perceval was 
particularly anxious to strengthen his administration in the House of Lords. Grenville and 
Grey rejected the overture in separate letters. Grenville 's was written in such a tone that it 
increased the King's hostility to him and was thought by some to have rallied the country 
gentlemen to the Court, see Colchester Diary , ii . 215 ; Court and Cabinets of George Ill , 
iv. 365-6; Lowther MSS, D/Lons/Ll/2/37, Robert Ward to Lonsdale, 6 Oct. 1809. There 
was much speculation at the time that the fact that Grenville's rejection was written after he 
had seen Grey's, indicated that he would have been willing to compromise his principles 
for office. My own reading of the very substantial correspondence on the offer suggests that 
Grenville wished to consult his colleagues first and that he had no personal wish to take 
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The case was quite different, however, in January/February 
1811 when the Prince of Wales offered the party a real opportunity 
of office and, equally, when Grenville played an important and 
perhaps decisive role in ensuring that it was squandered. It was 
this incident-the Regency crisis-which worked against the effort 
that Grenville had devoted towards putting the party into a position 
to take office, and which cast an enduring shadow over his position 
as its head. Typically it revolved around his stubborness and his lack 
of finesse where human relations were concerned. 

Grenville first heard of the recurrence of the King's illness 
on the twenty-sixth of October 1810. He immediately informed 
Buckingham and then Grey, who was in Northumberland attending 
his pregnant wife. 59 A few days later he received a note from the 
Prince requesting his views on the situation. His reaction both then 
and later was strongly influenced by the past: by the course of 
events when the King had been similarly afflicted, particularly in 
1788-9; and by his dealings with the King and the Prince in 
1806-7. The past certainly influenced his response to the Prince's 
enquiries and the initial comments he made to Grey and other 
members of the party. The King, he thought, would probably 
recover as he had done before. It was therefore best that the 
Prince and the party abide by the precedents of 1788-9 and accept 
the restrictions on a Regency that Pitt and he had then devised. 
Moreover he also argued that if the King's physicians confirmed 
that recovery was likely, the Prince was best advised not to take 
the opportunity to dismiss his ministers and call upon his friends 
to take office. As he put the matter to Grey:' the Prince had the 
undisputed right under a Regency to send for those he thought 
best capable of serving him but 'if it should still be thought likely 
the King will recover as in the former cases, ... ought we for our 
own sakes or for the Prince's to expose ourselves and our friends 
to the evils of a three months administration and him to the 
imputation of doing that which may retard and impede the ulti­
mate recovery?'. Grenville thought not. 60 

Until the fourth of January 1811, when the government carried its 
provisions for a Regency in the Lords, controversy was focused on 
the question of procedure and limitations. Grenville's view that the 

office, see, for example, Rose Corr. ii . 393; Stowe MSS , STG Box 42(15) , Grenville to 
Buckingham, 23 or 24 Sept. 1809. 

59 Court and Cabinets of George Ill , iv. 458-9; HMC Fortescue, x. 59-60. 
60 Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 2 Nov. 1810 ; see also HMC Fortescue, x. 61-2 ; Court 

and Cabinets of George Ill , iv. 460 ; Add . MSS, 58964 ff. 86-7, Grenville to Tierney, 1 Nov. 
1810. 
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party should accept the precedents set by Pitt in 1788-9 met with 
a very poor reception. Grey and his wing preferred to remember 
the precedents set by Fox on that occasion: viz. an opposition to 
a Regency Bill on the grounds that the King could not put his seal 
to it if he was incapable of business; a preference as an alternative 
for an address; and an opposition to any restrictions. As Grey 
pointed out with respect to the question of restrictions, if he had 
opposed them when the King was fifty how could he be expected 
to support them now that he was seventy-two and could never 'be 
anything more than a name to enable some of the worst men in the 
country to secure the government in their own hands?'61 Moreover 
there were divisions within the Grenville camp. Buckingham, Temple, 
and three others supported the idea of a bill to establish a Regency 
as opposed to an address, but opposed limitations. Tom and 
Fremantle, on the other hand, opposed both a bill and limitations.62 

The upshot was an open split between Grenville and the bulk of 
the party and a confusing sequence of events in which he contrived 
to put himself in the worst possible light. Thus on the question of 
proceeding by bill or address he managed to throw mud in every­
body's eyes. His speech on the twenty-seventh of December was 
typical. He had clearly been embarrassed by the similarity between 
his own views and those of the government and had chosen to 
obscure it by berating them in the most violent terms whenever the 
smallest opportunity occurred. He continued in a similar vein on this 
occasion and according to Brougham demonstrated his venom by 
refusing to refer to the members of the government as 'Ministers' or 
even 'noble Lords', and chose instead such terms as 'those people', 
'those men' and 'those persons'. 63 Having established his opposition 
credentials he then proceeded to vote for the government's proposal 
of a bill and taunted his colleagues by ref erring to the idea of an 
address as 'a phantom', the very term they used to describe the 
notion of a bill. Moreover he took at least four others with him into 
the lobby, thereby assisting the government to obtain its 100 : 7 4 
majority for their measure.64 

He reserved his most confusing conduct, however, for the debate 
on the limitations contained in the government's bill which came on 
in the Upper House on the fourth of January. In all there were five: 

61 HMC Fortescue, x . 66-8, where the letter should be dated 5 Nov. 1810. 
62 Court and Cabinets of George III , iv. 468-9; Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 22 Dec. 

1810; Stowe MSS, ST96, Lord Temple's Diary, sub.Jan. 1811. 
63 Brougham Memoirs, i. 515; Lowther MSS, Charles Long to Lonsdale, 28 Dec. 1810. 
64 Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 28 Dec. 1810. Brougham and Tierney referred to 6 

members of the Opposition voting with Grenville. Two of those named by Brougham, 
(Stafford, and Carysfort), are recorded as voting with the Opposition. 
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<~! the _fo~mal proposal to establish a Regency with limitations; 
(11) r_es~nct1ons o_n th~. Regent's ability to grant peerages; (iii) further 
r~stnctions on his ab1hty to grant offices and pensions; (iv) a resolu­
t1?n ,to protect th~ King's private property; and (v) the vesting of the 
Kmg s H~msehold m the safekeeping of the Queen. 

Grenville _appro~ched the debate with some trepidation. He had 
been under i~creasmg pressure to modify his views on limitations in 
order to achieve some degree of harmony amongst the Opposition 
and ~ad been stung ?Y the _government's publication (at a price so 
~ow as probably to msure its general circulation')65 of his speech 
I~ support of th?se of 1789. He was also aware that the Prince was 
hkely to offer him th~ opportunity of forming a new government. 66 

H~ nevertheless contrived to go his own way. He therefore voted 
with the Opposition agai_nst the first clause establishing limitations 
?n the grounds th~t while he approved the government's right to 
impose then, he did not agree with certain features of those that 
stood before. the House. The government was therefore beaten 
~05 : 10_2. ~1verpool, the lea~er of the_ House, saw his opportunity 
m Grenville s statement, and m committee made minor alterations 
to the two clause_s wit? ~hich Grenville disagreed, (ii) and (v), in 
order. to meet his obJect10ns. Grenville then turned round and 
supported them and as he took ten votes with him enabled the 
gov~rnment . to. carry its bill. He had therefore cont~ived to vote 
agamst restr~ct10ns and then for them; and to turn a defeat of the 
government mto a defeat of the Opposition. He may have used debate 
for the correct purposes-producing legislation to his taste-but he 
had confus~d and dismaye? his colleagues. Indeed there was a general 
chor~s of disapproval and m ~ome cases downright anger. 67 

With the Regency established and due to come into force in 
February, th~ crisis. moved into its second stage. Buckingham had 
spent so!lle time with the Prin~e shortly before the embarrassing 
d~bates _m the Lords and had discovered that he intended to place 
himself m the hands of the party as far as his future conduct was 
concerned. The Prince no doubt felt little disposition to consult 
Grenv~ll~ following the events o~ the _fou7th of January, but as Grey 
was st~ll m Northumberland tendmg his wife, he had little alternative. 
Gren~1lle was therefore summoned to Carlton House on Sunday, 
the sixth of January and obliged, much to the amusement of his 
detractors, by going in full dress. 68 

65 
Speech of the ~t. _Hon. Lord Grenville in the House of Commons, 16 January 1789 

[17 Dec. 1810], front1sp1ece. 66 HMC F 
67 p z D b ... ortescue, x. 93-5. 

ar. e. xv111. 738-45, 748-9; Holland, Further Memoirs 77-8·R c ·· 465· 
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The result of the ensuing three hours conversation was that the 
Prince put himself into Grenville's hands. He therefore requested 
him to prepare his answer to the government's address formally 
devolving the Regency and its restrictions upon him. He then 
asked him to consider 'the circumstances of the times' and to 
advise whether he should 'change the government now, or to keep 
the present Ministers for six weeks or two months longer'. He 
evidently followed this invitation with a statement 'that whatever 
his advice was he should follow it, but that in the case of his advis­
ing him under the circumstances of the case to keep for a short 
time the present Ministers, he must tell them that they enjoyed 
no part of his confidence, that he could promise them no support 
and that he even could not ask the officers of the Household who 
had taken their political line against them to support them as 
Ministers'. 69 

In the ensuing discussions which lasted until the second of February, 
when the Prince decided to continue Perceval in office, Grenville 
managed to off end nearly all the interested parties. In the case of 
the Prince this was probably unavoidable. The latter may have 
expressed himself warmly towards Grenville in private conversa­
tion but neither could disguise their political and personal dif­
ferences. The Prince had been dissatisfied with Grenville's conduct 
in the cases of Lord Yarmouth and Princess Caroline in 1806-7, 
and Grenville would not have forgotten the defection of the Carlton 
House group in the division on the motion of April 1807 criticising 
his government's 'dismissal'. The ground for a mutual understanding 
was poor and had not been improved by Grenville's conduct on the 
Regency Bill. It was therefore not surprising that they failed to see 
eye to eye on matters that cropped up subsequently. The first of 
these was the Prince's wish to restore the Duke of York to the 
command of the army or, failing that, the navy, in a new administra­
tion. This Grenville refused to accept. 70 The second was the response 
to the proposed Regency which Grenville and Grey composed on the 
Prince's behalf. In the Prince's opinion it was too mild and failed to 
express strongly enough his objections to the restrictions. He there­
fore expressed a preference for a draft prepared by Sheridan who, 
inter alia, mocked Grenville's ability to satisfy the Prince's opinions 
on the matter given that he had publicly disagreed with them. 
Grenville responded with a tart letter in which he insisted that the 
Prince should in his reply attempt 'to conciliate the opinions of the 

69 Stowe MSS , ST 96 , Temple's· Diary, Jan. 1811 ; see also Add. MSS 58975 ff. 175-6, 
Grenville to Bedford, 9 Jan. 1811. 

70 The journal of Lady Holland, ii. 282. 
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two Houses ' on the matter and not exacerbate them. The Prince, 
though he acquiesced, was not amused by advice which appeared 
by its tone to take him 'to task'. 71 

Grenville's high-handed attitude extended to other matters and 
led to feeling running high in the party. The two outstanding bones 
of contention were his Auditorship of the Exchequer and the 
membership of a prospective government. In the case of the Auditor­
ship, Grenville decided on this occasion that he should not only hold 
it in conjunction with the Treasury but also that he should enjoy 
the salaries of both posts. Admittedly his private income was now at 
its lowest point since the 1 790s but in making this stipulation now 
he flew in the face of the precedent of 1806, when he had given 
up the salary of the Auditorship; and threw down a gauntlet to 
Whitbread and the economical reformers who were now much more 
influential than they had been then. Moreover he also seemed to be 
ignoring his own judgement, given as recently as the third of January, 
that the Exchequer was a constitutional check upon the Treasury, 
the implication of which was that one man could not hold posts 
in both departments. 72 Grey and the Foxite wing of the party 
therefore voiced their objections. 

Gr.enville's response was tart and as Holland described it 'arrogant 
and flourishing'. On the tenth of January he refused to discuss the 
matter personally with Grey (who had just arrived in London from 
Northumberland) and desired him 'to converse upon it with my 
brother, Mr Grenville ... '. 73 He then relaxed his position, but in 
what proved equally offensive terms. Thus he decided that in order 
to retain the Auditorship he would abandon the Treasury and direct 
the affairs of the government from the Home Office. According to 
Holland he prepared 'a singular paper ' for Grey's attention in which 
he tried to justify holding both the Treasury and the Auditorship 
but agreed to accept the Home Office as long as it was conceded 
that he could command all the patronage in Church and State that 
was normally annexed to the Treasury; and second, that he should 
be the author of Cabinet minutes and the sole channel by which they 
were submitted to the Crown. According to Holland, Grey was so 
offended by the tone of the paper that he considered breaking off 
relations and was only mollified by Auckland's sudden appearance at 
his house to retrieve the offending document. 74 In fact discussions 

71 HMC Fortescue, x. 97, 100-1 Grey to Grenville , 10 Jan. 1811 , 102-4 ; Holland, 
Further Memoirs, 84-.5 ; Grey MSS , Grenville to Grey, 11Jan.1811. 

72 See Grenville's letter to the Lords of the Treasury, 3 Jan. 1811, Parl. Deb. xviii. 
683-6 ; also Grey MSS , Grenville to Grey, 3 Jan. 1811. 73 HMC Fortescue , x. 100. 

74 
HMC Fortescue, x . 101-2, 110-11 ; Holland, Further Memoirs , 87 ; The journal of 

Lady Holland , ii . 285-6 , 287-8 ; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 17 Jan. 1811. 
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on the subject continued until the twenty-second of January when 
Grenville agreed to take the Treasury and to relinquish the salary 
of the Auditorship. The damage, however, had been done. Holland 
remarked that although his case for retaining the salary was not 
'unreasonable nor unnatural' the manner in which he had conducted 
his case 'was more becoming a merchant than a statesman aspiring 
to power and fame'. 75 Holland's views were naturally endorsed by 
the bulk of the party. 

There were also disagreements on the personnel of a new govern­
ment. In his first sketch of a Cabinet, Grenville listed himself as First 
Lord of the Treasury; Grey, Holland, and Ponsonby as Secretaries 
of State; Tierney as Chancellor of the Exchequer; Whitbread at the 
Admiralty; Erskine as Lord Chancellor; Lansdowne as President of 
the Council; Stafford or Hardwick as Privy Seal, and Auckland at 
the Board of Control. These arrangements may have suited the 
Foxite wing but they met with firm opposition from Buckingham. 
What, he remarked, had happened to the 'family standard' given 
that Grenville had not included any of its members and could only 
call upon the support of Auckland, Hardwicke, or Stafford from 
amongst his personal interest? What also would happen in the House 
of Commons where Ponsonby might be the nominal leader but 
Whitbread would almost certainly be the real one? Buckingham 
concluded that such a government was impracticable for the 
simple reason that Grenville would become the prisoner of the 
old corps in the Cabinet and the radicals in the Commons. He there­
fore hoped that the proposed ship would never be launched. 76 

Grenville was undoubtedly influenced by Buckingham's thoughts. 
Thus when he weighed them in the balance with what he knew of 
the prevailing party situation in the Commons, he decided that his 
own position had to be strengthened and the scope of the govern­
ment extended by taking in Canning, the same play that had caused 
Foxite resentment in February 1807. The response was predictable. 
Grey, Ponsonby, Tierney, Whitbread, and Holland all said they 
would not serve with him. 77 Grenville persisted for a while and then 
surrendered78 but only in return for placing Temple in the Cabinet 

75 Holland, Further Memoirs, 87. 
76 HMC Fortescue, x. 97-99. 
77 The journal of Lady Holland, ii. 287-8; Stowe MSS, ST 96, Temple's Diary, 11 Jan. 

1811. Canning would have been surprised and nonplussed by any invitation that had been 
made. On 22 Jan. 1810 he had told his wife that he believed Grenville hated him, and that 
he could not act with him 'with patience' in any case, Harewood Archives; George Canning 
Bundle 24. 

'" Temple argued that Grenville surrendered here to the same principle of 'exclusion' 
for which he had refused office on Fox's behalf in 1804. See Stowe MSS, ST 96, Temple's 
Diary, 27 Jan. 1811. 
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as Secretary of War and insisting that Auckland take the Board of 
Control. Grey accepted this but not without severe misgivings as 
a result of Temple's unpopularity and his identification with extreme 
warlike opinions. In this, as in the case of the Auditorship, Grenville's 
preferences prompted rancour and ill-feeling. 

In fact one of the few points that Grenville and his colleagues 
could agree upon was that the Prince should continue with Perceval 
if there seemed a reasonable likelihood that the King would recover 
in the near future. As this advice was followed by an intimation from 
the Queen that her husband was indeed on the mend, the Prince 
decided, on 1 February, to accept it. Grenville was delighted: 'I can­
not but consider it personally as a very great happiness to be dis­
charged from a task of so much anxiety and labour', he remarked 
to the Duke of Gloucester. 79 In view of the differences that had 
plagued the negotiations it was a comment that deserves more 
general application. 

The Regency crisis put Grenville's leadership of the party to its 
most demanding test. For most of Perceval's term of office he had 
been much more active in his role both physically and in the devising 
of policy. The real test had come, however, when he was faced with 
the prospect of capitalising on the semblance of unity that he had 
attempted to achieve on policy by steering the party into office. In 
September 1809 and in January and June 1812 the opportunity had 
been rejected with little disagreement within the party. In January 
1811 on the other hand, Grenville had failed to rise to the challenge. 
It is possible that the Prince was dubious from the start about com­
ing to terms with either Grenville or the party. It is clear, however, 
that Grenville had been unable to produce the harmony that might 
have convinced him that his doubts should be dispelled. Whatever 
might be said in favour of his attempts to devise a realistic alternative 
policy to that of the government, he had failed once again in that 
essential sphere of successful politics: personal diplomacy. 

(iii) Separation from the Party, 1812-181 7 

The political factors which had led Grenville to be acknowledged 
leader of the party before 1812 were gradually neutralised during the 
first five years of Lord Liverpool's administration. His power base, 
for example, withered in size and influence. Some of the new wing, 
like the Bishops of Lincoln and St. Asaph, drifted towards the 
government; others like Spencer, Fitzwilliam, Cawdor, and Essex, 
towards the old wing. Some, like Tom in 1813, and William Elliot 

79 Add. MSS, 58868 ff. 43-4, Grenville to Gloucester, 2 Feb. 1811. 
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in 1816, retired ; while others, like Carnarvon, Minto, and Auckland, 
died. 80 The most important departure from his own point of view 
was that of Buckingham who died in February 1813, less than 
a year after the latter's wife. 

Grenville therefore became increasingly isolated in the party. 
Indeed by 1815 he had only a handful of personal supporters and 
was left to contemplate as his closest connection, the second 
Marquess of Buckingham, who had assumed the leadership of his 
father's political interest on the latter's death. He found the prospect 
unpleasing. He had a low opinion of Buckingham's political abilities 
and was well aware that the latter's corps were disliked by the bulk 
of the party. He also knew that Buckingham yearned for separation 
from it and was tempted by thoughts of office and the step in rank 
that he believed was the family's due. 

Another development which weakened his position was a change 
in the relative strength of the party in the Lords and the Commons. 
In the 1807 Parliament the party had been 'well-compacted' in the 
Lords and was almost as strong there as in the Commons, thereby 
giving some justification for the overall leadership being in the hands 
of the members of the Upper House. In the 1812 Parliament, on the 
other hand, the strength of the party in the Lords declined at a much 
greater rate than was the case in the Commons. This weakened the 
justification for the Grenville-Grey junta determining tactics and 
policy and led to increasing frustration with their superintendence. 81 

His leadership was also undermined on other fronts. The under­
lying reason was the fact that the progress of events and the govern­
ment's policy destroyed much of the logic of the original or modified 
versions of the 'defensive' and 'husbanding' system and raised issues 
on which he found himself in basic disagreement with the vast majority 
of his colleagues. Thus in the case of the war, Liverpool rescinded the 
Orders in Council and with the means of subsidies and the spur 
provided by Wellington's victories at Salamanca and Vittoria, con­
structed the allied Coalition which led to the first Treaty of Paris in 
1814. This had the effect of removing the party's rallying point of 
the Orders in Council; of proving Grenville wrong on the merits of 
the Iberian campaign; and of rendering the concept of a defensive 
war obsolete. He therefore found himself in the unenviable position 
of having to find reasons to criticise a war policy and a peace 

80 See on this point J. J. Sack, The Grenvillites 1801-29, 161-2; for Tom's retirement see 
HMC Fortescue , x . 330 ; Fremantle MSS, D/ FR31 / 1/24, W. H. Fremantle to Tom Fremantle, 
15 Feb . 1813; for Elliot 's , Add. MSS, 58958 ff. 188-90, W. Elliot to Grenville, 23 Jan. 1816. 

81 In the 1807 Parliament the party could muster above 90 in a good division but found 
difficulty in raising more than 60 after 1812. For criticism of the junto see, for example, 
Creevey MSS , H. Brougham to T . Creevey, 7 Feb. 1814. 
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settlement which bore a distinct resemblance to his own policies in 
the 1 ~90s, ~ar:iy o~ which the Foxites had then opposed. 

Serious difficulties also arose in the case of the domestic branch 
of his sy.s:en:. Thus the justification for the party giving priority to 
the concihat10n ?f Ireland as an essential element in war policy was 
weakened by Liverpool's decision to make the Catholic question 

' ) f ~n open one or government supporters; and made redundant 
m those terms by the conclusion of the war. Grenville had therefore 
left t? him, as. points around which the party could rally as an 
effective Oppos1t10n, only the positions agreed in 1810 on financial 
and commercial policy and the issues of economical and parliamentary 
reform .. The problem in these cases, however, was that the post-war 
depression and the associated political unrest led to fundamental 
differences of approach. Grenville took the view that the solution 
lay in economic expa~sion by means of a return to the gold standard, 
severe retrenchment m government expenditure, and free trade­
policies with which he had been familiar in the 1780s and which he 
had since then adapted to wartime conditions. In the meantime he 
advocated determined resistance to political protest movements. The 
bulk of. the party, on the other hand, while not unimpressed with 
the n:erlts of .aspects of .~renville's economic strategy, believed that 
some concess10n to political protest in the shape of reform might 
be the better ~nswer. The conclusion of the war consequently shat­
tered the fragile harmony that had been achieved on the funda­
mental question of how best to preserve the existing social order. 

The factors which had induced Grey's wing to regard Grenville as 
leader of the party were therefore gradually weakened. Grenville 
undoubtedly sensed the drift and in November 1812 suggested 
to Grey that :he la:ter sh?uld replace him at the helm on the grounds 
that he was growmg daily more and more unfit for such exertions 
as such an undertaking requires, both in and out of Parliament'. 
Grey, however, felt no inclination to increase his own level of activity. 
Thus al:hou~h ?attered .by an offer which 'really raised me in my 
own est1mat10n , he declined and even threatened to retire himself if 
Grenville felt obliged 'to discontinue your services as our leader'. 82 

Despite his inclination to retire from the heat of battle and the 
a~cumulatir:ig . ?i.fficulti.es of his position, Grenville kept faith with 
his respo?sibiht~es ~ntil the last possible moment. This was partly 
due to his ~ontmumg contempt for the new assemblage of Pittites, 
whom he still refused to call by that name. 83 He regarded Liverpool 

82 
Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 10 Nov. 1812 ; Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 44-7, Grey to 
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as fundamentally weak and too infected with his father's protectionist 
proclivities; Eldon and Sidmouth as too identified with the Court and 
Protestant bigotry; and Vansittart, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
as simply incompetent. It was also due to the fact that he found 
much to approve or criticize in the government's policies, and suf­
ficient at least of the latter to hold out the hope that he might be able 
to influence the party to frame a new strategy. For most of this 
period a determination to oppose ministers and educate his colleagues 
remained very strong. 

This was certainly the case on the issues of war and peace. Between 
1812 and the first Treaty of Paris, Grenville was highly critical of 
the causes and consequences of the war with the United States but 
was sympathetic to the government's continental policy. He found 
himself in accord with his colleagues on the first issue but encountered 
a persistent inclination to settle for something less than Napoleon's 
humiliation on the second. He consequently expended considerable 
effort on influencing the party to endorse the drift of the govern­
ment's policy and met with some success. In November 1812, for 
example, the government presented an Address to the new Parlia­
ment which called for the endorsement of its diplomatic and military 
strategy : in particular, the virtues of the Spanish campaign in the 
light of Wellington's victory at Salamanca; and the subsidy treaties 
with Sweden and Russia. The Opposition was then in a demoralised 
condition. Grey was in Northumberland and anxious to hand over 
the leadership of the Foxite wing to Holland. Ponsonby still nominally 
led the troops in the Commons but their number was uncertain 
following the 1812 election, at which they lost a small number of 
seats. As for the war, opinions differed on the Spanish campaign and 
there was still a disposition in some quarters to sue for a peace. 
Whitbread proposed to test its strength by moving a counter-address 
calling upon the government to open negotiations to that end. 

Although the debates on the Address took place less than three 
weeks after he had offered to surrender the headship of the party to 
Grey, Grenville appears to have masterminded its overall response. 
The line that he chose to follow was influenced by his desire to woo 
the Wellesley connection into the Opposition fold and to scotch 
Whitbread and talk of peace negotiations. 84 Thus in his speech on 
the Address he praised Wellington but gave his support to Wellesley's 
earlier criticisms of the general management of the Spanish campaign 
and certain aspects of the treaties with Sweden and Russia. He did 

84 Discussions with Wellesley had begun towards the end of October, see Grey MSS, 
Robert Adair to Grey, 22 Oct. 1812; for his opposition to Whitbread see Add. MSS, 41853 
ff. 298-9, Grenville to Tom Grenville, 13 Nov. 1812. 
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not, however, give any countenance to the notion of peace and made 
no attempt to divide the House against the government. 85 

His line had its effect upon his colleagues in the Commons. Thus 
Ponsonby followed his example with a speech of almost identical 
emphasis86 and Whitbread 's counter-address in favour of a peace, 
although moved, received only a small number of votes. The party's 
position was that it supported the war but was critical of, without 
being openly hostile to, some aspects of strategy and diplomacy. 
It was a relatively sound position to be in given that the news of 
Napoleon's retreat from Moscow reached London some three weeks 
later, at the end of December. 

Grenville also played an important part in the line adopted by the 
party at the commencement of the winter session in the following 
year. By early October, Britain, Prussia, and Austria were in alliance 
and the latter had entered the war following Napoleon's defeat at 
Vittoria. Grey, who was once again unable to attend the debates, and 
Lord Holland took the view that the time had come for the party to 
advocate the immediate initiation of peace negotiations. Grenville 
thought otherwise. The Coalition and its military successes, he 
argued, provided the allies with a golden opportunity to persevere 
and ~stablish a secure peace. 'It is the only chance Europe can have 
for half a century to come', he remarked, and continued: 

to talk of Peace in Parliament here would I think , under such circumstances, 
ten,d only , as far as the influence of the persons holding such language went, 
to discourage and disunite the allies, and to lessen the chance already too un­
favourable , of this last remaining trial for the independence of the continent, 
and consequently for our own. 87 

Discussions on this head continued until the debate on the Address 
on the fourth of November in which the government invited Parlia­
ment to af prove pressing ahead with the 'vigorous prosecution of the 
contest' . 8 As it happened, events played into Grenville's hands. 
Grey had advocated opening peace negotiations in case the Coalition 
crumbled or the military tide turned against it. News of the great 
victory at Leipzig, which reached London just prior to the debates, 
scotched these fears and rendered such talk extremely unpopular. 
Grenville therefore felt able to make what by all accounts was 

85 Par/. Deb. xxiv. 44-8. 
86 Ibid. 106-11. 
87 Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 21 Oct. 1813 ; Add. MSS, 58952 ff. 83-4, Holland to 

Grenville, 19 Oct. 1813 . See also his superb letter to Grey on 1 Nov. 1813 Add. MSS, 
58949 ff. 84-93 which provides a comprehensive account of his thinking in the 1790s 
and a defence of the husbanding and defensive strategy that he had initiated in 1806. 

88 Par/. Deb. xxvii. 4. 
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a remarkable speech in favour of pressing ahead until the allies were 
able to establish an enduring balance of power. Grey and Holland 
grumbled at its warlike tone but as the implications of Leipzig 
sank in and the possibility of establishing a lasting settlement grew 
rather than diminished, they had good reason to feel that Grenville 
had struck the right note on the r,arty's behalf and that their col­
leagues had been wise to endorse it. 9 

However when discussion was concentrated on the 1814-15 
peace settlements he proved unable to win the party over on one 
crucial issue. In the case of the general features of the settlement, 
the debt that Castlereagh owed to some of the objectives that he 
had laid down in the 1790s did not preclude him from being criticial, 
and highly so in some cases. Thus although he approved the basis 
on which a settlement was placed (the bartering of Britain's over­
seas gains for a continental equilibrium) he disapproved of the final 
settlement as incorporated in the decisions of the Vienna Congress 
and the second Treaty of Paris. The nub of his criticism reflected his 
policy in the 1790s when his underlying objective had been to ensure 
that the balance of power would incorporate allied guarantees of the 
independence of the Low Countries, and not leave that responsibility, 
in extremis, to Britain. Looked at from this perspective the settle­
ment seemed inadequate. Thus while all the allies had made sub­
stantial territorial gains, the Low Countries, although united, were 
without the barrier afforded in the eighteenth century by Austria's 
presence in Belgium and therefore still lay open to a French attack. 
Britain had consequently been duped-and doubly so, for she was 
to contribute to the upkeep of the occupation force designed to do 
what a system of guarantees by one or other of the great powers 
should have done. As far as domestic politics were concerned this 
looked likely to bring a limit on cuts in government expenditure 
and a delay in any return to the financial policies of the 1780s which 
Grenville now had so much at heart. There was even a prospect that 
Britain would be drawn into being a military, as opposed to a mari­
time, power, with all the dire constitutional consequences to which 
that would lead. Thus Castlereagh's diplomacy, far from being an 
implementation of Grenville's basic objectives was, from this per­
spective, a disappointment. 

In other respects, however, Grenville was in agreement with 

• 9 Par/. Deb. xxvii. 11-20; Grey MSS, Tierney to Grey, 15 Nov. 1813; Grey to Holland, 
7, 8 Nov. 1813; Holland , Further Memoirs, 183-4. There is an interesting and favourable 
description of the speech in Gower Corr. ii. 489-90. Here Lady Boringdon describes an 
occasion when she was discussing matters with Grenville in a box at the opera. Whitbread 
popped his head around the comer but bolted 'either from the loud voice and terrifick aspect 
of Lord Grenville, or discretion on perceiving a tete a tete'. 
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government policy and some of the general features of the settle­
ment. Thus if the Low Countries were still at risk, it followed that 
France should not only be contained but actually diminished to the 
poi~~ at. which she could. offer no further threat either to the European 
equihbnum or (and this was what Grenville was really concerned 
about) to Britain's ability to develop and expand unhindered by the 
prospect of another major war. This was why he almost rejoiced 
that Napoleon, by his escape from Elba, enabled the government and 
the allies to renew the war in order to reimpose the Bourbons and 
diminish French territory back from the frontiers imposed in 1814. 
Indeed he would have gone further. He was therefore critical of 
reparations because they weakened the chances of the Bourbon's 
survival and could see no reason in January 1816 why France 'should 
not lose . . . all that in the pride of conquest she has most unjustly 
add.ed to her territory in the course of a 100 or a 150 years'. Com­
parisons are usually misleading but in this case it is difficult to avoid 
the conclusion that Grenville's attitude to Napoleon and France in 
1815-16 was not far short of the attitude of the allies to Hitler and 
Germany in 1945: the figurehead had to be destroyed and the 
country permanently weakened. 90 

~.eedle_ss. t.o say ~re.nville's line caused intense debate and ultimately 
senol:1s d~v~s~ons withm the party. There was considerable sympathy 
fo.r his criticism of the general features of the settlement, particularly 
with regard to technicalities such as surrendering conquests before 
adequate provi~ion for a real equilibrium was achieved; and in respect 
of the aggrandizement of the great powers and such middling ones as 
Sweden and Sardinia. In fact when reading through the correspondence 
between the party chiefs on these issues it seems reasonable to argue 
that but for Grenville's guidance they would have been hard pressed 
to combine these points, as they did, into a reasonable case against 
the government. 91 

What Grey and the majority of his wing could not swallow, how­
~ver, was his s~pport of the government's case for renewing the war 
m 1815 to reimpose the Bourbons on a diyided France. For most, 
this was the result of a combination of history and idealism. Thus 

90 This summary of Gren.ville's views on the peace is based on a very substantial quantity 
of correspondence and parliamentary debates. The following provide the basic evidence: 
Parl. Deb. xxvi. 718-19 ; xxviii . 364-9 ; xxix. 136-42, 851 ; xxxii. 653-63 ; Stowe MSS, STG 
78(18) , Grenville to Buckingham, 19 Oct. 1815 ; Bowood MSS, Grenville to Lansdowne, 
9 Oct. 1815, 18 Jan. 1816; Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 1 Nov., 15 Dec. 1813 , 4 Jan. 
17 May 1814; Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 153-160, 167-171, Grenville to Grey, 28, 31 Mar. 
1815 . 

91 Grey, for example, seems to me to have been deeply impressed with Grenville's 
arguments for humbling France-so much so that he often repeated them to others almost 
verbatim. 
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a detestation of the ancien regime, the memory of Fox's opposition 
to a war for the purpose of imposing a particular form of govern­
ment on France, and a respect for the force of French public opinion, 
combined to make them revolt at the thought of the restoration of 
the grotesque Louis XVIII being the result of the country's labours. 
The result was an open split between Grenville, his personal sup­
porters, and the Grenvilles on the one hand; and Grey and the bulk 
of the party on the other. 

The first occasion for this was on the twenty-third of May 1815 
during the debate on the government's preparations for a renewal. of 
the war. Grey dissented and presented an address stating his own and 
his colleagues' opposition to a war 'undertaken on the principal of 
personally proscribing the present ruler of France'. Grenville spoke 
last and in a desperate attempt to reconcile the differences on the 
issue tried to justify his support for the war not on the grounds that 
one nation had a right to impose any form of government on another 
but that in this case Napoleon, 'the common enemy of Europe', had 
broken the compact that the allies had made with France in the first 
Treaty of Paris. The government's case was then carried by 156 : 44, 
Grey, Lansdowne, and amongst his personal friends, Somerset, 
Essex, Carnarvon, Darnley, and Spencer, all being in the minority. 92 

Two days later a similar motion was carried 331 : 92 in the Com­
mons, the minority representing the bulk of the party. 

The second and much more explicit disagreement took place on 
the nineteenth of February 1816 in the course of a debate on the 
settlement as a whole. In line with the clear attempt he had made 
in May of the following year to avoid a direct confrontation on the 
legitimacy of restoring the Bourbons, Grenville made strenuous 
efforts to produce an amendment around which the party could 
rally. 93 He had a considerable measure of success on general points 
but could not disguise the differences on the one essential issue. Thus 
whereas he justified the restoration on the grounds that a legitimate 
government had been established which reflected 'the principles of 
the constitution', Holland, who was standing in for Grey, denounced 
it as a 'legitimacy' imposed 'by force and force alone'. 94 

Yet these differences over the Bourbons, corrosive as they were, 
did not prove to be the fundamental reason for Grenville's decision 

92 Parl. Deb. xxxi. 359, 363-71. 
93 Add . MSS, 58955 ff. 144-5, Fitzwilliam to Grenville , 9 Feb. 1816 ; 58952 f . 136, 

Holland to Grenville, 10 Feb.1816; 58949 ff. 178-181, Grey to Grenville , 14 Feb. 1816; 
Grey MSS, Grey to Holland, 6 , 7, 9, 12 Feb . 1816 ; to Lauderdale, 5 Feb. 1816; to Lady 
Holland, 11 Feb . 1816, Grenville to Grey, 10 Feb. 1816; Add . MSS, 51531 ff. 95-7, 
Grenville to Holland , 18 Feb . 1816. 

94 Parl. Deb. xxxii. 653-65. 
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to retire from the leadership of the party. This was due to differences 
over domestic policy, the aspect of government with which Grenville 
had always been most concerned and which all his foreign policies 
had been designed to serve. 

~he main object of his attention after 1812 was the appropriate 
pohcy for the post-war world. His mind inevitably went back to the 
comparable situation in the 1780s with the result that he concluded 
that the remedies applied then to the task of reconstruction should 
be applied again and perhaps with more absolute adherence to the 
principles of Adam Smith than he had been able to wring from Pitt. 
Th~ problem, .howe~er, was that although the party appeared a better 
vehicle for. this poh:y tha_n t~e _'tories' (the l~tter, in his view, having 
a vested mterest m mamtammg monopolies and high levels of 
expenditure for political purposes) it was not by any means adequately 
prepared. He therefore embarked on a programme of economic 
education within the party. 
. Thus a!though. he did not neglect other issues-he was actively 
involved I~ sh~pmg ~rattan's Catholic Bill of 1813,95 in promoting 
the reduct10n m capital offences, 96 and in supporting the campaign 
to abolish the international slave trade as part of the 1814-15 settle­
men~_s97-.-the greater part .of his .energy was devoted to the promotion 
of hrs views on economic pohcy. He was therefore a consistent 
advocate, at least until the winter of 1816-1 7, of retrenchment. 
Indeed his conviction that public expenditure should be cut back to 
the levels of 1791 or before was one of the most prominent reasons 
why he was so ~pposed to the treaty settlement requiring Britain to 
keep troops stat10ned in France. In addition he pressed the cases in 
both debate and correspondence for the restoration of the gold 
standar? and .the cutting of taxes, in particular the property tax, 
at the first available opportunity. 98 

Free trade, however, proved to be his main enthusiasm. In 1813 
he devoted considerable time and energy to persuading the party 
to oppose the E.ast India Company's charter on 'enlarged' as opposed 
to narrow, partisan grounds. He lectured Grey, for example, on the 

95 
Add. MSS, 58952 ff. 41-3 , 64-9, Holland to Grenville, 4 Jan., 3 Mar. and reply 4 Mar. 

1813; 59257 ff. 51-2, H. Grattan to Grenville, 5 Jan. 1813; Grey MSS, Grey to Holland 
3 Jan., and Grenville to Grey, 28 Feb. 1813 ; Add. MSS, 51531 ff. 55-6, 57-8, Grenvill~ 
to Holland, 14 Mar. 28 May 1813. 

96 
R. J. Mackintosh (ed.), Memoirs of the Life of Sir James Mackintosh ii 266 

97 
Life of Wilberforce , iv. 188, 243, 260; Add. MSS , 51531 ff. 79~80, G;enville to 

Holland, 5 June 1814; Add. MSS , 58978 ff. 132-3, 136-41 , 144-5, w. Wilberforce to 
Grenville, 26 June 1814, 2~.'. 30 Mar., 3 Apr. 1816 ; 58913 f . 166, Wellesley to Grenville 
27 ?,.ct. 1814. Parl. Deb. xxvm, 299-336 [27June1814]; xxxiv, 908-11 [30 May 1816]. 

Parl. Deb. xxviii. 1-4 [7 June 1814]; xxx. 307-8 [21 Mar. 1815] ; Grey MSS 
Grenville to Grey, 21 Oct. 1814. ' 
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'true policy' of not interfering with the 'natural' proportion of tr~de 
between London and the outports, on the grounds that the prices 
merchants settled between themselves would prove 'best' for the 
country.99 Later, on the ninth of April, he delive~ed ~ne of h~s .bes~ 
speeches on the subject. Malthus and others described it as brilliant 
and 'very able'; and in due course it was published at the request 
and expense of the delegates of the outports to become a source of 
reference to the party until they drastically curtailed the Company's 
monopolies in 183 3 .100 

He was equally active in the campaign against the Corn Laws 
of 1815. Once again he began with a lecture to Grey. Thus on .the 
twenty-first of October 1814 he pointed out: 'It has .b~en tern~le 
to see the whole landed interest of this country combmmg to raise 
the price of subsistence of our people by artificial means, and by the 
operation of new laws to keep up their rents.' 101 A fortni~ht later he 
followed sentiment with theory: 'The produce of corn m any one 
country', he wrote, 'however extensive, must of n~cessity vary mu~h 
more with the seasons than the produce of corn m all the countries 
of the globe taken together-and consequently, as the supply 
must be more certain, so also must the price be both lower and 
steadier in that country to whose demands our markets are open, 
than in that which is restricted to consume only its own growth. This 
is a proposition which, I think, approaches nearer to demonstration 
than almost any other political problem that can be discu~sed. ' 102 

. 

Having attempted to stiffen Grey's resolve on the s~bJeCt he trie? 
to influence his other colleagues and eventually Parliament to his 
way of thinking. At the beginning of the .1814-15 w~nter session 
Tierney reported that he had never seer: him so ~ager for ?ebates, 
motions and protests' 103 and his enthusiasm persisted well mto the 
session. Thus between the reopening of Parliament until a recess 
commencing on the twenty-third of March, he was on his feet on at 
least twenty-five occasions to criticise the Corn Laws and to advocate 
a return to monetary orthodoxy and free trade. Indeed he was the 
most active member of the party hierarchy on this subject during 

99 Grey MSS, Grenville to Grey, 8 Jan. i813. 
100 Par/. Deb. xxv. 525-6, 709. The report does little justice to the speech; BL, Fortescue 

MSS , T. R. Malthus to Grenville, i6 Apr. 18i3;HMC Fortescue, x. 337-8, 339-40. For the 
background to Grenville 's campaign in which he consulted Mackintosh, Lansdowne, ~orner 
and others see the Court of the Regency, ii. 15-16 ;HMC Fortescue, x. 322-4; R. J. Mackintosh 
(ed.), Memoirs of the Life of Sir fames Mackintosh, ii. 261; Add. MSS, 58933 f. i84, 
Spencer to Grenville, i2 Jan. 18i 3; on the intervention of the delegates of the outports 
see Wickham MSS , Bundle i8, Grenville to Wickham, 11 June 1813. 

101 Grey MSS. 
102 Ibid . Grenville to Grey, 4 Nov. i814. 
103 Ibid. Tierney to Grey, 12 Nov. 1814. 
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these months and provided it with a comprehensive economic 
programme that merits comparison with that of Pitt in the 1780s 
and, in the future, that of the Whig governments in the 1830s. 

However when faced with the realities as opposed to the prospect 
of the post-war world, Grenville changed tack, leaving the party 
leaderless on subjects on which they had willingly followed, and in 
the case of retrenchment, strongly endorsed his arguments. The 
reasons for the change lay in the financial difficulties encountered 
by the government in 1816-17 and the upsurge of disorder in the 
country. In the former case Grenville made a careful study of the 
1816 finance papers and noted that the servicing of the sinking 
fund, the war debt, and the existing establishment swallowed up all 
the existing sources of revenue. He concluded that this raised funda­
mental questions about government expenditure, debt redemption, 
and taxation-questions to which he believed ministers were 
addressing themselves in the proposed economies of 1817, a point of 
view encouraged by confidential information fed to him by George 
Harrison, Liverpool's financial secretary at the Treasury. He there­
fore argued that the government should be given the benefit of the 
doubt on this subject and that the question of national finance and 
the .emotive issue of retrenchment should be removed from the ring 
of party warfare. 104 

His forebearance on the issue was also influenced by the disorders of 
1816. He and the rest of the party had consistently advocated 
a reduction in military expenditure in order to relieve the pressure 
on revenue. However, the scale of disorder raised the question of 
whether it might be more advisable to slow down the rate of military 
retrenchment. Grenville decided that there might indeed be a case for 
doing so and this thought made him even more reluctant to challenge 
the government on its financial policy. 

Grenville's sudden reservations on this issue drove another wedge 
between himself and the bulk of the party. The sequence of events 
had been similar to those involving the issues of war a~d peace. In 
that case he had led the party in an attack on the peace settlement 
only to break with it on the question of renewing the war to reinstate 
the Bourbons. In this, he had led the party in the advocacy of an 
alternative economic policy only to abandon it in the first full year 
of peace. As these divisions took place contemporaneously with 

104 Add. MSS, 51531 ff. 104-7, Grenville to Holland, i4 Jan. 1817. Holland found 
Grenville's arguments 'repulsive', Grey MSS, Holland to Grey, 14 Jan. 1817. Grey was 
perplexed by them, ibid. Grey to Holland, 17 Jan. 1817. Grenville 's views on the financial 
situation were widely discussed within the party, see Grey MSS, Holland to Grey, 1 7 Jan. 
18i 7 and HMC Fortescue, x. 419-21. Harrison's intervention came in February 1817, see 
Stowe MSS, STG Box 71(11), W. H. Fremantle to Buckingham, 8 Feb. 1817. 
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growing dissatisfaction with the party on the part of Buckingham's 
interest, and a desire to separate from it, Grenville's position became 
more and more untenable. 

The breaking-point proved to be the fundamental issues of law 
and order. Grenville had clearly hoped that monetary orthodoxy 
and free trade would produce an economic revival that would create 
social harmony and therefore preclude the possibility of any funda­
mental change in the political system. However now that a question 
mark hung over economic policy, and disorder showed no signs of 
abating, Grenville was driven to consider other means. The Liverpool 
government's answer, based on the findings of secret committees 
of both Houses, was to introduce the same preventive measures that 
Pitt had done in 1794-5 including a suspension of Habeas Corpus. 
Grenville, who sat on the Lords' Committee, fully endorsed its 
findings and came to the same conclusion as the government. 105 

Grey and the bulk of the party found this impossible to accept. 
Their argument was that the disorder had economic and political 
roots and that it could only be appeased by severe retrenchment 
and the consideration of parliamentary reform. Grey therefore 
hoped that the party could rally around an address along these lines 
and similar to the one he and Grenville had devised in 1810. 106 

Grenville declined. Thus a further open disagreement took place in 
February 1817 on the government's proposal to suspend Habeas 
Corpus. In the Lords Grenville supported suspension and was fol­
lowed by Buckingham, Braybrooke, Carysfort, Fortescue, and 
Glastonbury from the family circle as well as by five of his own 
friends. In the Commons six other Grenvillites followed suit. 107 

The remainder of the party, on the other hand, opposed. 
Both Grenville and Grey realised that this marked the parting 

of the ways. Grenville, for his part, decided to use the occasion 
to retire from his role. He had already made it clear to Grey that 
he consented to the latter chairing a meeting of those opposed to the 
government's law and order policies108 and later in the session 
announced in the Lords that his political career had come to its 
close. 109 He also made it known to Buckingham that he would not 

105 Stowe MSS, STG Box 78(21), Grenville to Buckingham, 10 Feb. 1817; STG 71(12), 
W. H. Freemantle to Buckingham, 11 Feb. 1817, (23), same to the same, 18 Feb. 1817. 

10
• Grey MSS, Grey to Holland, 23 Nov. 1816 ; Tom became increasingly anxious that 

the leaders of the party in the Commons would commit themselves to parliamentary reform, 
see BL, Fortescue MSS, to Grenville , 20 Jan. 1817. 

101 See on this pont, J. J. Sack, The Grenvillites, 166. 
108 Add . MSS, 58949 ff. 191-4, Grey to Grenville, Saturday pm [22 Feb . 1817) ; 

Grenville to Grey, 23 Feb. 1817 ; Holland, Further Memoirs, 254. 
109 Par!. Deb. xxxvi. 663 , 1013 ; Stowe MSS, STG Box 78(27) , Grenville to Buckingham, 

16 May 1817. 

Leader of the Opposition 1807-1817 449 

accept office again and advised him to counsel his own opinions 
on whether he should respond favourably to overtures emanating 
from the government or, alternatively, form an independent party 
with his followers. 110 Their responses were significant. Thus whereas 
Buckingham fumed at a decision which lowered his bargaining 
power with the government, Grey decided to retire himself.11 1 Both 
responses served to underline the point that Grenville had regarded 
his role all along as a vehicle for policies rather than faction. 

(iv) Conclusions 

Grenville's record as party leader was as mixed as that relating to any 
earlier phase of his career. On first inspection he would seem to have 
been confronted by too many obstacles to have been anything 
other than a failure. His seat in the Lords made him remote from 
the major theatre of warfare in the Commons and he represented 
a minority wing of the party that was regarded with suspicion and 
hostility by the majority. In addition he had little enthusiasm for his 
role and was well aware that he lacked the personal attributes and 
qualities that might have fitted him for it. He was difficult to con­
tact and preferred to spend as much time as he could in the country. 
He disliked party gatherings and was apt to preside over them in 
silence, preferring to do his business tete-a-tete or by lengthy and 
prolix correspondence. The story of Whitbread fleeing on sight of 
Grenville's 'terrifick aspect' does not suggest the avuncular style 
that had endeared Fox to the party. Finally, he did as much as he 
could to live up to the nickname of Bogey, a title that was coined in 
the early 1780s and was kept in fashion by Lord Holland in this 
period. Thus as the negotiations with the Prince in 1811 illustrate, 
he could be dogmatic, inflexible, and insensitive on occasions when 
tact and diplomacy were loudly called for. 

On closer inspection, however, the picture appears less bleak. Thus 
although members of the party hierarchy complained of Grenville's 
failings, they also regarded him with great respect and, once personal 
contact had been made, with considerable affection. This was cer­
tainly the case with Grey, Holland, Lansdowne, and Ponsonby and 
even extended to leading members of the radical wing such as 
Brougham and Whitbread. There were two basic reasons for this. 
The first was the fact that Grenville's public and private characters 

110 Add. MSS, 41853 ff. 3 56-60, Grenville to Tom Grenville , 16 Apr . 1817 ; Stowe MSS, 
STG 78(27), Grenville to Buckingham, 16 May 1817 ; Fremantle MSS, D/FR/55/3, W. H. 
Fremantle to Buckingham, 2 Apr. 1817; Buckingham to W. H. Fremantle, 1 May 1817. 

111 Par!. Deb. xxxvi. 1005 ; Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 198-9, Grey to Grenville, 7 July 1817; 
and reply 8 July, Grey MSS. 
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growing dissatisfaction with the party on the part of Buckingham's 
interest, and a desire to separate from it, Grenville's position became 
more and more untenable. 

The breaking-point proved to be the fundamental issues of law 
and order. Grenville had clearly hoped that monetary orthodoxy 
and free trade would produce an economic revival that would create 
social harmony and therefore preclude the possibility of any funda­
mental change in the political system. However now that a question 
mark hung over economic policy, and disorder showed no signs of 
abating, Grenville was driven to consider other means. The Liverpool 
government's answer, based on the findings of secret committees 
of both Houses, was to introduce the same preventive measures that 
Pitt had done in 1794-5 including a suspension of Habeas Corpus. 
Grenville, who sat on the Lords' Committee, fully endorsed its 
findings and came to the same conclusion as the government. 105 

Grey and the bulk of the party found this impossible to accept. 
Their argument was that the disorder had economic and political 
roots and that it could only be appeased by severe retrenchment 
and the consideration of parliamentary reform. Grey therefore 
hoped that the party could rally around an address along these lines 
and similar to the one he and Grenville had devised in 1810. 106 

Grenville declined. Thus a further open disagreement took place in 
February 1817 on the government's proposal to suspend Habeas 
Corpus. In the Lords Grenville supported suspension and was fol­
lowed by Buckingham, Braybrooke, Carysfort, Fortescue, and 
Glastonbury from the family circle as well as by five of his own 
friends. In the Commons six other Grenvillites followed suit. 107 

The remainder of the party, on the other hand, opposed. 
Both Grenville and Grey realised that this marked the parting 

of the ways. Grenville, for his part, decided to use the occasion 
to retire from his role. He had already made it clear to Grey that 
he consented to the latter chairing a meeting of those opposed to the 
government's law and order policies108 and later in the session 
announced in the Lords that his political career had come to its 
close. 109 He also made it known to Buckingham that he would not 

105 Stowe MSS, STG Box 78(21), Grenville to Buckingham, 10 Feb. 1817; STG 71(12), 
W. H. Freemantle to Buckingham, 11 Feb. 1817, (23), same to the same, 18 Feb. 1817. 

106 Grey MSS, Grey to Holland, 23 Nov. 1816; Tom became increasingly anxious that 
the leaders of the party in the Commons would commit themselves to parliamentary reform, 
see BL, Fortescue MSS, to Grenville, 20 Jan. 1817. 

101 See on this pont, J. J. Sack, The Gren11illites, 166. 
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• Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 191-4, Grey to Grenville, Saturday pm [22 Feb. 1817); 
Grenville to Grey, 23 Feb. 1817; Holland, Further Memoirs, 254. 

109 Par/. Deb. xxxvi. 663, 1013; Stowe MSS, STG Box 78(27), Grenville to Buckingham, 
16May1817. 
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accept office again and advised him to counsel his own opinions 
on whether he should respond favourably to overtures emanating 
from the government or, alternatively, form an independent party 
with his followers. 110 Their responses were significant. Thus whereas 
Buckingham fumed at a decision which lowered his bargaining 
power with the government, Grey decided to retire himself. 111 Both 
responses served to underline the point that Grenville had regarded 
his role all along as a vehicle for policies rather than faction. 

(iv) Conclusions 

Grenville's record as party leader was as mixed as that relating to any 
earlier phase of his career. On first inspection he would seem to have 
been confronted by too many obstacles to have been anything 
other than a failure. His seat in the Lords made him remote from 
the major theatre of warfare in the Commons and he represented 
a minority wing of the party that was regarded with suspicion and 
hostility by the majority. In addition he had little enthusiasm for his 
role and was well aware that he lacked the personal attributes and 
qualities that might have fitted him for it. He was difficult to con­
tact and preferred to spend as much time as he could in the country. 
He disliked party gatherings and was apt to preside over them in 
silence, preferring to do his business tete-a-tete or by lengthy and 
prolix correspondence. The story of Whitbread fleeing on sight of 
Grenville's 'terrifick aspect' does not suggest the avuncular style 
that had endeared Fox to the party. Finally, he did as much as he 
could to live up to the nickname of Bogey, a title that was coined in 
the early 1780s and was kept in fashion by Lord Holland in this 
period. Thus as the negotiations with the Prince in 1811 illustrate, 
he could be dogmatic, inflexible, and insensitive on occasions when 
tact and diplomacy were loudly called for. 

On closer inspection, however, the picture appears less bleak. Thus 
although members of the party hierarchy complained of Grenville's 
failings, they also regarded him with great respect and, once personal 
contact had been made, with considerable affection. This was cer­
tainly the case with Grey, Holland, Lansdowne, and Ponsonby and 
even extended to leading members of the radical wing such as 
Brougham and Whitbread. There were two basic reasons for this. 
The first was the fact that Grenville's public and private characters 

110 Add. MSS, 4185 3 ff. 3 56-60, Grenville to Tom Grenville , 16 Apr. 1817; Stowe MSS, 
STG 78(27), Grenville to Buckingham, 16 May 1817; Fremantle MSS, D/FR/55/3, W. H. 
Fremantle to Buckingham, 2 Apr. 1817; Buckingham to W. H. Freman tie, 1 May 1817 . 

111 Par/. Deb. xxxvi. 1005; Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 198-9, Grey to Grenville, 7 July 1817; 
and reply 8 July, Grey MSS. 
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were quite different. This has often been remarked upon before 
and as Mackintosh's description of his visit to Dropmore suggests, 
was as true of this period as it was then. The second reason was 
the power and force of his views on the great issues of the day. 
His colleagues may not always have agreed with him and some 
accused him of being too concerned with maintaining consistency 
with his past conduct in office. No one could deny, however, th~t 
he was formidably well informed and that taken together his 
policies added up to a system or as later generations called it, 
a programme. This was as true of the 'husbanding and defensive 
system' that he advocated from 1807 and 1812, as it was of the 
fiscal orthodoxy-free trade system that he regarded as a proper 
peacetime policy. In fact it was this respect for his profound 
knowledge of affairs that enabled him to influence party tactics to 
a much greater degree than is normally admitted. Thus as we have 
seen, when Grenville did exert himself, as he did during Perceval's 
administration and for spells during Liverpool's, he could be very 
effective. 

We are left, therefore, with the question of whether the influence 
that Grenville possessed was exercised, as far as the party was con­
cerned, for good or for ill. Three criteria would normally be advanced 
as a basis for an answer: first, whether Grenville increased the esprit 
de corps; second, whether he refurbished party ideology; and third, 
whether he led it to office. In the cases of the first and the last, 
the verdict must be negative. Grenville may have engendered respect 
amongst the leading lights hut he had insufficient charisma or 
diplomacy to rally the body of troops. Moreover he fluffed the one 
real opportunity to take office. On the second criterion, however, 
less negative things can be said. When Fox coalesced with Grenville 
in 1803-4 the former agreed, in effect, to tailor the policies of the 
party to the war effort. On his death Grenville had assumed respons­
ibility for educating the party along these lines. He had some 
successes and some failures. Between 1807 and 1812 he was able 
to obtain a fair measure of support for his husbanding and defensive 
system and to moderate the preferences of the radical wing for peace 
and substantial doses of economical and parliamentary reform. 
Moreover in the next three years he had some success in influencing 
the party to support the war effort and his radical economic pro­
gramme. What he could not do, however, was to persuade it, in 
the light of the particular problems of the post-war world, to adopt, 
on the related issues of the Bourbons, fiscal policy, and law and 
order, the same policies that he and Pitt had been forced to resort 
to in the 1790s. Given that the political battles of the late eighteenth 

Leader of the Opposition 1807-1817 451 

century were still reverberating in the early nineteenth, it was simply 
too much to expect. 

Yet there was, perhaps, one enduring legacy. As we have seen, 
Grenville proposed an economic policy that in the. case of free 
trade, was far in advance of anything that the leadership could offer 
and which was to prove attractive to some of th.e younger ~et such 
as Horner, Ricardo, and Henry Parnell. It was this that provided the 
link between Grenville's regime and those of Grey and Melbourne in 
the 1830s when much of what he advocated was put into practice, 
either by stealth at the Board of Trade or as a result of radical 
pressure. 



7 
The Final Years, 1817-1834 

ALT Hou G H Grenville retired from the leadership of the Opposition 
party in 1817, politics continued to claim a major share of his 
attention. It was not until his health suddenly deteriorated in the 
first weeks of 1823 that a significant decline took place in the 
amount of physical effort he devoted to political affairs, and even 
then, there was hardly any diminution in the amount of mental 
energy he was prepared to expend on them. In fact such was his 
obsession with politics, that he was never completely able to realise 
his long-felt wish to devote himself to private study and to his 
lilacs and rhododendrons at Dropmore. 

It took him some time, for example, to disengage from party 
politics. His difficulties were partly of his own making. Thus although 
he had retired from the helm of the party, he had not made it 
crystal clear that he was retiring from active party combat. Neither 
the government, nor Grey's successors, Lansdowne and Holland, 
were certain of this point and the same went for Buckingham. 1 

Indeed by the conclusion of the 1817 session, the doubts surround­
ing his own position were as great as those surrounding the future of 
the two branches of the Opposition. Lansdowne was not entirely 
sure how the party was to be led in view of Grenville's and Grey's 
retirement; or whether the Grenville group was a completely lost 
cause. 2 Moreover although Buckingham had indicated that he intended 
to instruct his troops to leave the Opposition side of the House 
and take up a neutral position, he had not formally done so. 3 

Grenville did not clarify his own position until the opening of 
the session in the following year. As was normal with him, he did so 

1 On 16 May 1817 Grenville told . Buckingham that he was withdrawing himself from 
'parliamentary attendance'; on 4 July, however, he was speculating on the line 'our small 
squadron' would take in Parliament following Ponsonby's death, Stowe MSS, STG 78(27), 
Grenville to Buckingham, 16 May 1817 and (29) 4 July 1817. 

2 Lansdowne discussed the future with Grenville and Buckingham in July, HMC For­
tescue, x. 428; Bowood MSS, Buckingham to Lansdowne, 13 July 1817; Fremantle MSS, 
D/FR/55/3, Buckingham to W. H. Fremantle, 30 July 1817. 

3 Buckingham made it clear to Lansdowne on 13 July, the day after the session came to 
an end, that he intended to take a neutral position and that he did not see any possibility 
of a reunion between his own group and the Opposition, Bowood MSS, Buckingham to 
Lansdowne, i3 July 1817. 

The Final Years, 1817-1834 453 

in response to the actions of others. Thus on the twenty-fourth of 
January Holland wrote to him with the hope that they could con­
verse prior to the opening of Parliament on the 27th and that there 
n:iig?t be 's.ome s~bjects' on which they could agree and express 
similar sentiments. Two days later he discovered that Lord Liver­
pool had c?mmunicat~d the heads of the government's programme 
for the ses~10n to Buckmgham (and through Buckingham, to himself) 
and that Liverpool hoped they would meet with their support. 5 

This wooing, faint perhaps on the part of Holland, but stronger 
on the part of the government, forced him to a decision. He did so 
in gentle terms to the former and pointed out that he was unable 
to attend the debates until the ninth or tenth of February and that 
although he was willing to converse, he was to be considered 
'released' from the discharge of 'Parliamentary duties'. 6 He was 
more forthright in his response to Buckingham who had construed 
Liverpool's approach as an overture. Buckingham, he thundered, 
had had no right to receive the communication on his behalf and 
should understand that: 

I have taken the irrevocable determination of here closing the scene; not think­
ing t~at such a determination imposes upon me the necessity of a total absence 
from Parliament in all times and circumstances that can arise, much less that it 
could justify on my part an indifference (if I could possibly feel it) to what 
is passing there; but, on the other hand, feeling that it implies of necessity 
a total abstinence from all pretensions to lead, from all duty to follow, from all 
political intrigue, and all party connexion. 

~e felt so strongly o~ the subject that he repeated the point in even 
firmer language later m the letter 7 and then communicated the same 
sentiments to Liverpool. 8 

These statements established his independence. His note to Holland 
was his last formal contact with the Opposition leaders who sub­
sequently made no attempt to include him in their counsels. His 
long~r perorati~:m to Buckingham was accepted by him, albeit with 
considerable bitterness. His uncle, he argued, had cast him adrift, 
just at the point when the Grenvilles were about to sever their con­
nection with ~he party; a~d when .Lord Liverpool offered them sight 
of an alternative b~rt~. Without him at the helm, however, Bucking­
~am fe~t t~at th~ir httl,e squadron would be rendered politically 
meffective. By this step , he wrote, 'Grenville has ... destroyed for 

4 Add. MSS, 58952 f. 149, Holland to Grenville, 24 Jan. 1818. 
5 Ibid. 58899 ff. 28-31, Buckingham to Grenville, 26 Jan. 18i8. 

6 Ibid. 58952 f. i50, Grenville to Holland, 25 Jan. 18i8. 
7 The Court and Cabinets of the Regency, ii. 204-8. 
8 Add. MSS, 58969 ff. 158-60, Grenville to George Harrison, 28 Jan. 1818. 
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this generation the political greatness of his family. ' 9 He therefore 
decided to absent himself from the opening of Parliament and 
looked on as his followers in the Commons cut their links with the 
Opposition and took their seats on the 'cross bench' thereby estab­
lishing themselves as a third party. 

From then on Grenville played no part in party politics. This 
is not to say that he cut his links with his nephew and the latter's 
followers. Indeed the bulk of his correspondence was devoted to 
them and particularly to Buckingham and Charles Wynn, who 
became the leader of the neutral Grenville party in the Commons. 
He did not seek, however, to act as a guardian of their interest or as 
a sponsor to their cause. Thus when approached by the new King 
in November 1820 with what amounted to an offer to form a govern­
ment which would pursue a more forthright course against Queen 
Caroline than Lord Liverpool's, Grenville scrupulously avoided 
considering the benefits that might fall in Buckingham's path if he 
accepted. He therefore advised the King to come to a clear under­
standing with his ministers and rejected any notion of forming 
a government himself. Buckingham grumbled that Grenville had 
thereby thrown 'the game' away once again and was aggrieved when 
he appeared to respond to his admonitions by temporarily cutting 
correspondence with him. 10 

He also kept aloof from the negotiations which led in 1821 to 
. Buckingham and his followers abandoning their neutral ·Stance and 
accepting office in the government. His reasons were not entirely 
connected with his own wish to remain independent. On the personal 
side he seems to have felt that Buckingham needed to make his own 
way, if only to give him confidence in his own judgement. As for the 
political aspects there is no doubt that he believed the junction 
compromised the Grenvilles on the Catholic question. Liverpool's 
government, he argued, was likely to be more 'orange' than it had 
been as a result of Sidmouth's retention of a Cabinet seat, of Goul­
burn's appointment as Chief Secretary of Ireland and the possible 

9 Ibid. 58899 ff. 32-8, Buckingham to Grenville, 29 Jan. i8i8 . 
10 Grenville supported the divorce clause in the Bill of Pains and Penalties and made 

a strong speech against the Queen on 6 November. The episode can be followed in A. 
Aspinall (ed.), The Correspondence of George JV, 874-6, 88i-2; The Court and Cabinets 
of George IV, i. 80-i; HMC Bathurst, 490; Add. MSS, 58867 ff. i9i-202, Grenville 's 
record of his conversation with the King, dated 26 Nov. i820 ; Stowe MSS, ST 97, Bucking­
ham's record of Grenville's conversation with the King; Fremantle MSS, D/FR /46/ i 1/3 7,47; 
/12/37, Buckingham to W. H. Fremantle, 27, 28 Nov. 1820, 20 Mar. 1821; Coedymaen 
MSS, (346), Grenville to Charles Wynn, 27 Nov. i820. 

11 Court and Cabinets of George IV, i. 23 5-6, 243-6 ; Freman tie MSS, D/FR/46/i 2/25, 
Buckingham to W. H. Fremantle, 5 Dec . i82i ; Castle Howard MSS, Tom Grenville to Lord 
Morpeth, 22 Dec. i82i; Bowood MSS, James Abercromby to Lord Lansdowne [Dec. i82i ]. 
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departure .of Canning into opposition.11 Thus while he was pleased 
that Buckingham at last received the dukedom that he and his father 
h~d _c~veted and that Wynn received a Cabinet post, he had severe 
misgivings about the sacrifice of principle that accompanied them. 

In the abs_ence of a party role Grenville concentrated his attention 
upon ~laying th~ p~rt of an independent on the great issues of the 
day. His fir~t major intervention came in the wake of Peterloo. The 
causes a:id likely_ consequences of social and political unrest had been 
of considerable interest to him since the conclusion of the war and 
had been a major point of difference with the bulk of the Opposition. 
In 1817 he had sat on the Lords' committee that looked into the 
subject and in l~l~ he agre.ed to Liverpool's request that he became 
a me~ber of a. similar enqmry although he did so only on the under­
stand,mg that it would not mark any approbation of the govern­
ment s general conduct. 

!?e weight of evidence accumulated in the course of these en­
qumes as well as the events at Peterloo, convinced him that the 
coun.try was on the verge of revolution and that he should make 
a se~10us effort t~ awake1.1 it to that danger. He therefore compiled, 
~s h!s first step, a combined and systematic plan' in which he out­
l~ned m~asures to enable the courts to deal more speedily and effec­
tive!y wit~ those accused of seditious activity. He then sent copies 
o.f i~ to Liverpool.' Wyn1.1, Plun~et, and others who were likely to 
give it a sympathetic reading. 12 His next step was taken in Parliament. 
The gover1.1ment ~ad responded to the situation by the introduction 
o~ four bi~l~ d~signe~ .to stamp ?ut the n:ost glaring features of 
disord~r.- hbel , sedltlous meetings, arming, and drilling. The 
Opposit10n, on the other hand, believed that the disorder was the 
result of the government's economic policies and therefore called for 
an enquiry into its causes. Grenville took the view that neither 
strategy was adequate . He therefore prepared and delivered on the 
thirt~eth of November 1819 one of the most deeply felt and compre­
hensive speeches of his entire career. The root of the problem, he 
argued, was the. spread of revolutionary principles since the 1790s 
and_ the war which, as a resul.t of it~ en?rmous cost, had prevented 
c.apital (an~ th.eref~re l~bour) increasing in proportion to the popula­
tion. _In this s~tuat10n it was not enough, he felt, to curb the mani­
festat10ns of disorder as the government sought to do; or to enquire 

12 
C. D. Y.~nge, The Life of Lord Liveipoo/, ii . 4i8-37; The Court and Cabinets of 

The Regency, 11 . 359-6i; Coedymaen MSS, (328), Grenville to Charles Wynn, i8 Oct. i8i9 ; 
Add. MSS, 58868 ff. 99-iOO, Grenville to the Duke of Gloucester, 4 Nov. i8i9 ; 59404 
ff. i50-i, to Lord Mount-Edgecumbe, 7 Nov. i8i9. 
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into its immediate economic cause. What was necessary, he asserted, 
was an affirmation of the determination of the governing classes 
to deal with the long-term political and economic causes by re­
establishing the rule of law at a public and private level. ~e then 
listed the various proposals that he had put forward to Liverpool 
and drew to a close with the words: 

In every view which can be taken of our situation, there is but one course which 
you can now pursue. Do you think that present distress is the sole cause .of all 
this evil? What, then, must be the first step towards its removal? The discon­
tinuance of alarm; the punishment of sedition; the vigorous and instant suppres­
sion of all that produces, and all that threatens disturbance. Do you look to the 
permanent protection of your constitution and government? Then, also, must 
the same determination be adopted. You must give energy and vigour to the 
laws; you must uphold and strengthen the authority of magistrates and c.ourts 
of justice; you must protect the well-affected, encourage the loyal, and animate 
the whole body of the British nation, by the best of all exhortations-the 
example of our own resolution and constancy.

13 

The speech aroused considerable admiration but had little per­
ceptible effect on the government's policy. Holland, although he 
disagreed with most of its sentiments, said it was 'elaborate ~nd able 
-one of his best'. Many others wrote to congratulate him, and 
Plunket, who was no mean judge, recorded that it was 'the finest 
display of statesmanlike wisdom and elo9uence he. ever ?e~rd'. 14 

It 
was no surprise, therefore, that Murray .qmckly ~ubhshed ~t .. 

Several other issues commanded his attent10n at this time. He 
kept in touch with the movement to abolish s~avery through. his 
friendship with Wilberforce and his members~il? of the .Afr~can 
Institution since its foundation in 1807 .16 In addit10n he mamtamed 
his interest in religious affairs and became one of seven membe~s of 
a commission established by Parliament to make recommendat10ns 
for the building of new churches. To judge by his surviving papers 
dealing with the commission's work he was a very active memb~r 
of the team. Yet his chief continuing interest still lay in economic 
policy. In February 1819 he became a mem~er of the Ho1:1se of 
Lords committee that was established to look mto the quest10n of 
Bank restriction and in May of that year, following consultation with 
Ministers, 17 supported the government's proposal to make a gradual 

13 Par!. Deb. xii. 448-78. 
14 Life of Wilberforce, v. 43; The Court and Cabinets of The Regency, ii. 3 8i; Holland, 

Further Memoirs, 271-2; Colchester Diary, iii. 95. 
15 Newport MSS, d.80 ff. 109-10, Grenville to Newport, 2 Jan. 1820. 
16 In 1816 Wilberforce said he regarded him as a member of his 'interior negro cabinet', 

Add. MSS, 58978 ff. 144-5, Wilberforce to Grenville, 3 Apr. 1816. 
11 See on this point, B. Hilton, Com, Cash, Commerce, 41-5. 
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return to cash payments. His participation in the currency debate led 
him to undertake an exhaustive re-examination of financial theory. 
This embraced earnest correspondence with Ricardo, Grenfell, 
Thomas Tooke, and other theorists on free trade; exchanges of 
views with Charles Wynn and Huskisson on the government's policies 
in the 1820s; and, inevitably, an extensive programme of reading 
and writing. 

By 1824 his 'financial dreams' as he called them, had led him to 
a revision of his views on financial policy. He still supported the 
gold standard and the restoration of cash payments (which took 
place in 1823) but he had changed his mind on the other pillar of 
the old system-the sinking fund. The kernel of his argument, 
which he had foreshadowed in correspondence with Holland in 
1817, was that its enforced permanence as a result of the system 
of compound interest had placed too great a strain on the means 
of funding it during the war; and that its continuance in peace­
time, when revenue exceeded ordinary expenditure, was still leading 
to unacceptably high levels of taxation. Moreover it was inherently 
absurd, he argued, for the State to be caught in a circular process 
of taxing people in order to purchase annuities, by and large, 
from the selfsame people. He therefore proposed that the fund be 
suspended and in 1828 published the first part of an extended 
essay which sought to give historical and theoretical substance to 
his argument, and which was no doubt designed to influence the 
thinking of a House of Commons committee which was then review­
ing public income and expenditure. Given his contribution to the 
establishment of Pitt's sinking fund it was a significant recantation 
of faith, and one which played a part in the committee's recom­
mendation and Parliament's eventual decision to abandon the sinking 
fund as the bed-rock of financial policy. 18 

He also became increasingly committed to free trade. Artificial 
restraints on prices and wages, he argued, such as the Corn Laws 
and the Poor Law, should be abolished. The market should be 
allowed to find its own level in conditions as free as possible from 
government interference. The strength of his convictions is under­
lined by his response to the government's intentions, made known to 
him in 1824, to ' open all colonial ports to foreign vessels on the 
same principle of reciprocity as they were admitted to Britain. 

18 For his thoughts in 1823 see C. D. Yonge, Life of Lord Liverpool, iii. 251-3; Coedy­
maen MSS, (387), (388), (389), Grenville to C. Wynn, 21, 23, 24 Jan. 1823 and reply, 
25 Jan. 1823 (673); Add. MSS, 58977 ff. 175-8, Grenville to Pascoe Grenfell, 12 Jan. 
1823; 58936 ff. 156-7, to Lord Liverpool, 24 Jan. 1823. For the final version of them 
see Essay on the supposed advantages of a Sinking Fund, passim but partic. vii, 33-37; 
B. Hilton, Com, Cash, Commerce, 250-5. 
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Grenville applauded the direction in which the government was 
moving but questioned whether they had gone far enough . The 
legislation, he pointed out, still meant that British goods and those 
of other countries would enter a colonial port under the cover of 
protecting duties. Thus a duty which raised the cost of US timber 
entering a West Indian port to the same level as that from Canada 
would be a direct tax on the West Indian manufacturer and therefore 
an indirect tax on the British consumer of the goods produced. 
He therefore suggested that the government abolish protecting duties 
as well, a move which would have established a virtual free trade 
throughout the Empire .i9 

The last remaining objects of his attention were the great con­
stitutional issues of Catholic emancipation and parliamentary 
reform. Appropriately he devoted his final speeches in Parliament 
to the Catholic question. The conclusion of the war led him to shift 
his argument away from questions of security to those of toleration 
and harmony within the Kingdom. His penultimate speech, for 
example, was delivered in favour of the Catholic Bill of 1821, a 
measure which he had helped its spokesmen, Lord Donoughmore 
and Plunket, to formulate and which reduced securities to a mimi­
mum. It proved to be a moving occasion for not only had the bill 
passed the Commons but it had been delivered to the Lords by 
Grenville's old friend, Sir John Newport. He therefore made an 
impassioned speech which, as it ranged over the whole spectrum of 
the subject, was particularly vivid in its portrayal of the effects of 
English rule upon the Catholic population. This had led, he said, to 
the confiscation of property, to the establishment of a feudal 
tyranny, and in the course of the previous century, to 'a more legal 
mode of oppression' in the form of the penal code. If the Lords 
did not follow the lead of the Commons, he predicted, 'renewed and 
continued agitation must follow and the bill might perhaps at last 
be forced upon Parliament at a less happy moment and under more 
equivocal circumstances'. 20 

The bill of course did not succeed but Grenville's concluding 
words were prophetic . He made his last speech on the twenty-first 
of June 1822 in favour of an equally unsuccessful bill to enable 
Catholic peers to sit in the House of Lords, a measure, incidentally, 
which he had opposed in 1800; and then confined himself to proxy 

19 Coedymaen MSS, (400), Grenville to C. Wynn, 8 Mar. 1824; (407), the same to the 
same, n.d. but of the same year. 

20 Par/. Deb. n(ew) s(eries), v. 319-38; for the background see Court and Cabinets of 
George IV, i. 128-30 ; Add. MSS, 58963 ff. 190-3, Donoughmore to Grenville, 10 Feb. 
1821 and reply on the 11th ; Stowe MSS, STO (594), Grenville to Charles O'Connor, 18 Feb. 
1821. 
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v?tes. Wh~n ~ellington's government eventually carried emancipa­
u.on, a~~e1t . with modest securities and with the adjunct of the 
~isquahf1cat10n of forty-shilling freeholders, he was naturally de­
l~ghte?. 'I -?1aYii now say', he informed Buckingham, 'that I have not 
lived m vam. The Jay Treaty and the abolition of the slave trade 
were two treasured personal successes but he felt, quite rightly, 
that he had done enough to claim some merit for the passage of the 
measure. 

On the subject of parliamentary reform, he took the considered 
position that had characterised so much of his political career. Thus 
although he said that he could not bring himself to vote for the 
Whigs' Bill of 1831, he also believed that there was no alternative 
to its passage in the prevailing crisis . As for its provisions, he approved 
of some and not of others. He supported the increase in the number 
of county members; the subdivision of some of the largest county 
constituencies; and the enfranchisement of new towns. He also 
supported the disfranchisement of non-resident voters and the 
introduction of one-day elections. What he opposed was the universal 
application of the £10 borough franchise . He would have preferred 
a generall.y higher qualification and one that varied from constituency 
to constituency according to their social and economic circum­
stances. 22 On this as on so many previous issues Grenville could not 
be labelled either an outright conservative or a liberal. 

Beyond t?e w~rld .of high politics, Grenville lived out a quiet, though 
far from inactive hfe. From 1817 until he suffered a stroke in 1823, 
this had a public dimension as a result of the posts he held as a 
Governor of the Charter House, High Steward of Bristol, 23 Auditor 
of the Exchequer, and Chancellor of Oxford University. His papers 
suggest that he tackled the duties of all these positions with a fair 
degree. of seri?usnes~, although not, it must be said, with any great 
reforming ~r 1mprov.mg zeal. In the case of the Chancellorship, for 
example, his enthusiasm for change seems to have been restricted 
to supi:orti?g a . mov.e to abolish the statute enforcing celibacy upon 
the umversity hbranan; and to finding funds to enable the halls to 
expand. Otherwise his correspondence with the Vice-Chancellor 
and with the heads of houses (which is meagre before 1817 and 
after 1823) is devoted to dealing with routine matters and, in 
1818-19, to protecting the University against Brougham's demands 

21 Court and Cabinets of George IV, ii. 394. 
22 

Grenville MSS, 056/1, Grenville to Tom Grenville, 25 Feb., 6 Mar., 8 Dec. 1831 ; 
Coedymaen MSS, (473) , Grenville to Charles Wynn, 9 Mar. 1831; (476) same to the same 
26 Mar. 1831. 23 Grenville was elected to this post in 1810: 
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for a parliamentary enquiry as part of his drive to establish a national 
system of non-denominational education. It is nevertheless worth 
recording that the Revd. Frodsham Hodson, the Vice-Chancellor 
between 1818 and 1820, felt that the University owed a debt to 
Grenville for his 'constant communication' and for his 'confidential 
as well as official directions'. 24 

Apart from these duties of a semi-public nature Grenville devoted 
himself to his wife, to his family and friends, to reading and writing, 
and to his houses and estates. He had the latter arranged to his 
liking by the time of his retirement from party politics. In the 
decade following his premiership, his accounts suggest that a com­
bination of factors-improvements to Dropmore, further investment 
in his Buckinghamshire and Comish estates, the upkeep of Camelford 
House ~nd unexpected calls upon his reserves such as the necessity 
of settlmg some of Buckingham's racing debts in 1815-had com­
bined with the depressed economic climate to place strains on his 
finances. In the financial year 1811-12, for example, his income 
dropped to its lowest point since the 1790s. This was perhaps the 
reason why he had sold the Dorset estate to Sir John Wyldbore 
Smith by 1814 for in excess of £117,000.25 Grenville was not, of 
course, poor; on the other hand when one takes into account his 
expenditure on maintaining Dropmore, improving his estates and 
living at Camelford House during the parliamentary season, it is easy 
to see why his income was nearly always fully expended, and why 
he placed so much store by the Auditorship. 

After 1816 Grenville's financial position became easier. By that 
date he had largely completed his improvements to Dropmore, the 
value of which exclusive of the estate, was around £12,000. He also 
took steps to reduce the expense of living in London. He therefore 
leased Camelford House to the Board of Works for seven years at 
£2,600 p.a. and took a lease himself for a similar period at £1,200 
of 4 Hamilton Place, Piccadilly, the property of Lord Lucan. When 

24 Add. MSS, 59413 f. 144, the Revd. F. Hodson to Grenville, 7 Oct. 1820. Grenville 's 
career as Chancellor after 1817 can be followed in his correspondence with Hodson, upon 
which this paragraph is largely based. In 1825 he gave Peel the value of his advice on a bill 
to increase the levels of accommodation at Oxford and Cambridge, Add. MSS, 40378 
ff. 69-70, 239-40, 241-2, 256-7, 352-3. It is also worth noting that Grenville hurried on 
the government grant to enable the Bodleian to start its new catalogue, Add. MSS, 59412 
f. 44. 

25 For his finances in 1811-12 and the settlement of Buckingham's debts see Coutts 
MSS, Ledger A-K, f. 1990; Add. MSS, 59452 ff. 71-3, 126-9, 133, Coutts to Grenville , 
11 Sept. 1811, 29 Dec. 1815 and Grenville to Coutts, 12 Sept. 1811, 20 Dec. 1815. For 
the purchase of the 1,300-acre East Burnham estate around Dropmore see Add. MSS, 
59456 ff. 11-18, 72 , 126 and 58999 ff. 99-100. For the sale of the Dorset property see 
Add. MSS, 59469 ff. 89, 95. 
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the two leases fell in, in 1823, he sold Camelford House and took 
to using Tom's house in Charles Street on the rare occasions he 
visited London. As for Boconnoc, it seems that it began to account 
for an increasing proportion of his income. In the period 1811-20 
his net income from the estate had been as low as about £1,500 p.a. 
In the subsequent decade, however, it fluctuated between £4,000 
and £6,000 p.a. In fact from 1816 until his death in 1834 Grenville's 
finances and general circumstances wore a distinctly healthier hue 
although it has to be said that he never saw it that way. Thus when 
the Whigs took office in 1830 against the background of a public 
clamour for economical as well as parliamentary reform, he feared 
for his Auditorship. At first he thought he ought to resign it in 
order to avoid unpleasant publicity, a step that would lead 'to 
a total change in my establishment and mode of life'. Tom came 
to the rescue however with some soothing noises on his old col­
leagues' intentions with the result that he changed his mind. The 
Auditorship then accounted for just under a third of his normal 
income. 26 

By that stage his health was poor. For most of his life he had 
been remarkably robust. It is true that he had always been a bad 
sleeper27 and that his eyesight had deteriorated steadily. In fact by 
1818 he found reading difficult by day and impossible by candle­
light.28 Yet he was still strong enough at that time to deliver lengthy 
speeches in the Lords and to cope with his various public and semi­
public interests . He was after all only sixty-one when he made his 
great speech in favour of the Catholic Bill in 1821. The tuming­
point came in the first weeks of 1823 when he suffered a stroke. 
At first he appeared to make a swift recovery but as the year wore 
on it became clear that he would never recover his former strength. 29 

By 1825 he was also suffering from gout and in 1826 Tom sent this 
report to Lord Spencer: 'he frequently now requires two arms to 
help him out of his chair instead of the occasional support of one; 
his horse and his pony chaise, and his occasional walks up and 
down the garden are all abandoned for a little wheeling chair in 
which his servants push him along the gravel walks.' 30 Another 
attack followed in 1827, although once again there was a slight 
recovery in the following year. 

26 Coutts MSS, Ledgers A-K (1816-14 Mar. 1834 when account was closed), ff. 331, 
453 , 472, 467, 448-9 . Add. MSS, 59471 which contains Camelford House material ; and 
59469B which contains material relating to the Boconnoc estate. 

21 Coedymaen MSS, (48), Tom Grenville to C. Wynn, 2 Feb. 1823 . 
28 Add. MSS, 59003 ff. 143-50, Grenville to the Bishop of Lincoln, 26 Mar. 1818. 
29 Coedymaen MSS, (SO, 53), Tom Grenville to C. Wynn, 9, 19 Feb. 1823. 
30 Spencer MSS, Box 143, Tom Grenville to Spencer, 1Oct. 1826. 
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Yet despite ill health, Grenville's spirits remained 'tolerably good'. 
He had his beloved Anne at his side and took pleasure in the com­
pany of Tom, his sisters, Charlotte, Elizabeth, and Hester and his 
nephews Charles Wynn and George Fortescue, the last of whom 
became his eventual heir. His only regret as far as his immediate 
family was concerned, was his failure to establish really close relations 
with Buckingham, although it must be said that the tension between 
them eased considerably after the latter joined the government and 
received his dukedom in 1822. 

Outside his family circle he could call upon many friends and 
hardly any enemies. School and college friends such as Wellesley and 
Newport continued to correspond with him and former colleagues 
such as Grey, Lansdowne, and Holland regarded him with nothing 
less than affection. He must have been particularly touched, for 
example, when the former wrote to him early in 1831 saying that 
he found it strange to be in office without the benefit of his advice 
and encouragement. 31 Liverpool became a personal friend as a result 
of correspondence on domestic issues in 1819, and in 1822 and 1823 
paid visits to Dropmore over Christmas. He was also pleased to 
receive the occasional visit and letter from Canning, the man whose 
talent he rated above all others after Pitt and who he was delighted 
to see rise, in the 1820s, to the heights which should have been his 
due much earlier in his career. 

In addition he continued to write, read, or be read to. In 1824 
he had printed privately Nugae Metricae, a volume of translations 
and paraphrases of Greek and Latin poems and between then and 
1830 published his essay on the sinking fund together with Oxford 
and Locke, a historical piece in which he exonerated his University 
but blamed the Court for expelling the philosopher in 1684. 32 

He also completed another privately printed volume , this time on 
Dropmore and landscape. Even in the early autumn of 1831 he was 
bringing Wickham's attention to 'some works of the new school of 
history that has arisen in France' and castigating a French translation 
of a learned German treatise on the commercial life of Greece and 
Rome. 33 When his interest in resean::h and reading palled, he resorted 
to billiards and cards. 

The end came in 1834. From 1830 until 1833 he had complained 
of a decreasing 'firmness of mind' 34 and on the thirtieth of October 

31 Add. MSS, 58949 ff. 204-5, Grey to Grenville, 28 Jan. 1831 ; Holland made the same 
point at this time. 

32 His interest in the matter was inspired by Dugald Stewart's Dissertation published in 
1815 in which the charge against the University was made, see Homer Corr. iii. 306-7. 

33 Wickham MSS, Bundle 18, Grenville to Wickham, 21 Sept. 1831. 
34 Coedymaen MSS, (472), Grenville to C. Wynn, 22 Feb. 1831. 
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1833 he suffered a further attack. By the beginning of January 1834, 
his doctor considered his recovery unlikely and on the twelfth of 
January he died 'without pain or struggle so that his last breath 
was scarcely perceptible'. The funeral took place at Burnham on 
the twentieth of January. In keeping with Anne's wish it was strictly 
private and attended only by those in the house at his death, namely 
Tom, and his niece and nephew, Frances Proby, and George 
Fortescue. 35 Grenville had seen in the reform era and although 
alarmed by the extent of the Reform Acts he may have been com­
forted by the fact that the government, many of whose senior 
members had first experienced office under his direction, had also 
acted in line with some of his long-held convictions. This was the 
case with legislation to provide extra funds for small livings in the 
Church of Ireland; with the reform of the East India Company; and 
most of all, with the cause which provides the most fitting epitaph to 
his career-the abolition of slavery. 

35 Ibid. (128, 129, 130, 132), Tom Grenville to C. Wynn, 3, 13 , 19, 23 Jan. 1834; 
Add. MSS, 59275 ff. 143-4, Tom Grenville to Mr Bedford, 7 Nov. 1833 . 
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GRENVILLE's career began at a time when members of Parliament, 
nearly all of whom regarded themselves as being within the Whig 
tradition, were divided largely on the question of the influence of 
the Crown and the executive on the legislature. There were in 
effect two broad categories of Whigs, the more progressive, led by 
Rockingham and Fox, arguing for further checks on that influence by 
means of economical and parliamentary reform and believing that their 
existence as an organised party was the best way to bring this about. 
By the time Grenville's career came to an end, however, the differ­
ences were based on broader considerations. Thus in the immediate 
post-war years the issue was not so much the balance between the 
influence of the Crown and the independence of the legislature but 
the way in which the landed classes could preserve their authority 
in a society undergoing a massive upheaval. It was this issue which 
gradually transformed the two types of Whiggery into two more 
distinct ideologies and eventually into two separate parties. 

The concluding remarks on Grenville's career can be set in this 
context. On constitutional issues he is best described as a conserva­
tive Whig. In the case of the monarchy he never challenged its 
prerogatives and was content to leave its influence at the point to 
which it had been reduced by Rockingham's measures in 1782. On 
the other hand he clearly believed that the Crown should either 
accept the advice of its ministers or, if it rejected that advice, not use 
the opportunity to replace them with more malleable alternatives. 
This was the reason for his ambivalence over Temple's conduct in 
1783 and later, the justification for the line that he took in con­
troversies with George III in 1801, 1804, and 1807. 

The high but not unlimited status Grenville accorded to the 
monarchy in the governing process undoubtedly influenced the way 
he regarded ministerial responsibilities. He was not one who wished 
to elevate the position of prime minister and appears to have regarded 
the Cabinet as a body of royal advisers rather than a compact instru­
ment of government reflecting the ties of party. On the other hand 
he was undoubtedly keen to make the individual departments of 
state more efficient and professional in terms of both procedure 
and staff. The changes he presided over at the Home Office, the 
Foreign Office, and as prime minister are evidence of this. 

The same mixture of traditionalism and moderate progressivism 
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influenced his attitudes towards party. His initial line was broadly 
similar to Pitt's namely that party spirit and systematic opposition 
threatened the balance of power between the monarchy, the execu­
tive, and the legislature. Pitt and he, after all, had 'rescued' George III 
from an 'unnatural combination' of parties and it hardly became 
them to develop one of their own. However the onset of war, Pitt's 
resignation in 1801, and the multiplication of parties, altered the 
situation. Grenville's priority was to win the war and for that a 
strong administration pursuing Pittite policies was in his view essen­
tial. On the other hand he remained suspicious of party from a 
constitutional point of view. He was therefore antipathetic to the 
notion of being the leader of the small i~depen?ent party, .the 
Grenvilles, and sought instead a union of parties. This was the thmk­
ing behind his alliance with Fox and his policy when prime minister. 
The situation changed once again, however, when George III appar­
ently conspired with some Pittites in forcing t?e 'Ta.le.nts' out of 
office. Pitt's heirs had thereby abandoned the Whig tradition and had 
become the lackeys of the Court. Grenville believed that this justified 
his acting as the leader of a party of systematic opposition. Yet he 
was always uneasy in this role and when ~e eventually aba~done.d 
it in 1817 he reverted to the role of the mdependent, leavmg his 
nephew and the latter's followers to play the part~ gam~. . 

On the question of parliamentary representat10n his views were 
conservative but not to the point of outright resistance to change. He 
valued the hereditary basis of the House of Lords, the body that he 
dominated after 1791, and resisted the modelling of the Irish repre­
sentative peerage on the lines of the Scottish elective system on the 
grounds that the latter tended to encourage cabals-another indica­
tion of his deep distrust of party spirit. As for the House of Com­
mons, he was prepared to reform the existing system of elections but 
was opposed to substantial reform although he did conce~e i~ 1830 
that the force of public opinion had made such a reform mevitable. 
Thus he proved in the end to be nearer the position of Lord Grey 
than that of the Duke of Wellington. In this respect too, the label 
conservative Whig seems apposite. 

He held traditional as well as progressive views on domestic affairs. 
As he confined himself largely to the fashionable quarters of London, 
to country seats in Buckinghamshire and C~rnwall: and to Oxfor?, 
he had little first hand knowledge of the changmg social and economic 
condition of England, or for that matter the rest of the British Isles. 
He consequently found it difficult, even in times of acute political 
unrest, to envisage society governed in any other way than by the 
landed classes and that other instrument of social control, the Church 
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of England. Here was the justification for his support for Reeves' 
Loyal Associations in the 1790s and his appeal to the landed classes 
to demonstrate their resilience in the face of the unrest in 1819. It 
was also the thinking behind his continuous enthusiasm for enabling 
the Church of England to cope more effectively with the challenges 
that faced it. 

In other respects, however, his bookish view of the world around 
him stimulated a strong commitment to change. At the heart of this 
lay his veneration for Adam Smith which was to lead him to become 
one of the most consistent and prominent advocates of free trade. 
It was in the service of this cause that he made an important contri­
bution to the work of Pitt's first ministry and later, when prime 
minister and subsequently party leader, to the thinking of the 
opposition Whigs. On the other hand a commitment to the moral and 
economic benefits of free market forces did not preclude him from 
supporting humanitarian causes. Thus following a hesitant start when 
Home Secretary, he eventually became a firm believer in reducing the 
number of crimes subject to capital punishment. In addition, and 
more famously, he is rightly credited with taking the decisive step to 
abolish the slave trade and with continuing support for the abolition 
of slavery itself, an act which he lived to see implemented by the 
Whigs. _Grenville was therefore both a conservative and a humanitar­
ian where social issues were concerned; and a progressive in the 
financial and economic spheres. 

His views on Britain's external affairs were essentially insular 
rather than of the crusading or visionary kind. In the case of Ireland 
and the overseas empire, for example, he expressed no great interest 
in their well-being except in so far as they formed part of a com­
mercial system which, by serving Britain's interest, could theoretic­
ally serve their own. He therefore had no great sympathy for local 
conditions or cultures with which he was unfamiliar. He contrived 
nevertheless to have a considerable impact on Irish and imperial 
affairs. With regard to overseas possessions this was the result of 
departmental responsibilities in Pitt's first ministry and resulted in 
his financial work at the Board of Control and the Canada Act. Later 
he was a leading advocate of the abolition of the monopoly of the 
East India Company, and of furthering the cause of free trade within 
the Empire. Throughout Grenville was attracted more by the further­
ing of trade than by the extension of the flag. 

He was far more influential in Ireland's case. His underlying pur­
pose, following the concession of legislative independence in 1782, 
was to deploy the remaining sources of influence to maintain the 
British superintendence of Irish affairs. This was the inspiration 
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behind his contribution to the 'Renunciation' Act of 1783; to the 
unsuccessful Commercial Propositions; to the Regency, and 
Fitzwilliam crises; and ultimately, of course, to the Union. Thereafter 
his attention was focussed on completing the Union in administrative 
and financial terms and most importantly, to pressing the case for 
Catholic relief, a cause he initially regarded as essential to the war 
effort but which he later came to argue more on its merits in the 
context of the new relationship between Ireland and Britain. 
Grenville was therefore not one who believed that Ireland could be 
allowed to go its own way but eventually took the view that direct 
rule should take account of Irish circumstances as opposed to being 
governed by the interests of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy or the 
supporters of the Protestant constitution. 

Insularity with strong elements of xenophobia governed Grenville's 
approach to Europe. Prior to the war he was certainly concerned 
about the instability of the Low Countries, and the growing 
power of Russia and France, but he can not be identified closely 
with those who wished to make the Anglo-Prussian alliance a 
launching-pad for a forward policy. Indeed the minimum commit­
ment necessary to maintain the status quo appears to have been his 
prefe:rence, largely because this would enable the government to 
concentrate on financial and commercial reconstruction. 

Once Britain had entered the war his underlying purposes were to 
prevent the economic burden and the attractions of Jacobin ideas 
from combining to disturb the status quo in Britain; and on the more 
positive side, to restore the pre-war equilibrium in Europe, par­
ticularly with regard to the independence of the Low Countries. The 
emphasis on domestic stability meant, in effect, that the military 
burden in Europe should fall on the allies. In this respect Grenville's 
thinking passed through three distinct phases, in each of which his 
influence on policy was substantial. The first of these encompassed 
the period from 1793 to 1801 when Grenville believed that it was 
possible to persuade the main continental allies to restore the balance 
of power. He consequently devoted himself persistently to this end 
by attempting to keep the Cabinet's mind focused on the necessity 
of restoring the European balance as opposed to settling for a world­
wide equilibrium; and by attempting to muster effective coalitions, 
an endeavour which culminated in the grand design of a four power 
coalition in 1797. This was to be the blue-print for Pitt's and sub­
sequently Castlereagh's strategies in 1804-6 and 1812-15; and the 
shreds of it, the Anglo-Russian and Anglo-Austrian alliances, were to 
be the engines of Grenville's two major attempts at strategic planning, 
the Dutch and the Riviera campaigns of 1799 and 1800. 
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Following his resignation in 1801, Grenville took the view that the 
restoration of the European balance rested in the hands of the major 
continental powers and that Britain should concentrate on def ending 
her essential interests until such time as they were prepared to take 
the offensive in earnest. It was from this perspective that he attacked 
the Peace of Amiens (which surrendered some of these essential 
interests); and that he tackled diplomacy and strategy in 1806-7. 
The events . of those months seemed to underline the weaknesses 
of the allies with the result that he turned even more strongly to 
the concept of a defensive war-until 1812-13, that is, when the 
allies began to prove that they were in earnest. He was therefore 
neither a Europeanist nor an isolationist. What he wanted was the 
minimum commitment necessary to maintain the status quo of 
pre-war days so that Britain could continue to develop her trade 
in Europe and overseas. It was this thinking that was the inspiration 
for his contribution to the policies of the opposition Whigs after 
1807. 

These explanatory comments provide the basis on which a final 
judgement can be made. Grenville clearly had a highly important 
impact on government and high politics in Britain for a period of 
some thirty five years. Their histories could hardly be written with­
out reference to him. Moreover there was a short-term legacy in the 
influence that he had on those with whom he acted politically from 
1803 to 1817 and who took office in 1830. A number of the policies 
that they then pursued owed a great deal to his thinking. On the 
other hand it cannot be denied that he left no enduring mark on 
the course of British history. His lack of charisma was one important 
reason, but perhaps the most fundamental was that he was unable 
to adjust to the changing face of British politics and society. As has 
been suggested, his views on politics and policy consisted of an 
awkward combination of the traditional and the progressive but 
neither element accorded a positive role to public opinion in the 
governing process. Here is the reason why his influence was limited 
to his own lifetime. The oligarchy could only survive if it showed 
itself willing to respond positively to public pressures. It was those 
who were alive to this ne'cessity that the next generation praised. 
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(1807-17) 440, 454 
'Addingtonians' (Addington's supporters) 

291, 323-4, 329 n 87, 336, 349, 
350 and n 19, 352-3, 387. 389, 
398,407 

Addington, John Hiley, MP 350 n 19 
Admiralty Board 74, 76 
African Institution 456 
Agar, Charles, 1st Earl of Normanton 269 

and n 25 
Alexander I, Tsar of Russia 341, 379-80, 

382 
Alexandria : 

blockade of (1800) 253, 256 
expedition to (1806-7) 380, 391, 

393-4 
Akudia, Duke of 160 
Alsace 165 
Althorp, Viscount, see Spencer, George 

John and John Charles 
America, Spanish: 

policy towards (1799-1800) 241 , 248 
and n 34, 249-51 

and peace negotiations (1801-2) 309, 
311 

and expeditions to (1806-7) 379-83, 

391, 392 and n 13, 15, 393-4, 
398, 400-1, 411 

America, United States of: 
relations with (1791-3) 137, 139, 141 , 

150 ; (1793-5) 161-Q3, 284;(1806-7) 
358, 368, 380-1 , 394, 422;(1807-14) 
442 

see also Treaties, Britain-USA ( 1794) 
American War of Independence 18-20 
Amiens, Peace of 264, 309, 315-16, 317 

and n 45, 318, 321-2, 337, 468; 
see also London, Preliminaries of 

Arbuthnot, Charles, MP 175 n 78 
Arcole , Austrian defeat at 1797 201 
Arcot, Nawab of, see Mohammed Ali 
Armed Neutrality (1800) 257, 258 n 59, 

260-1, 273, 276-9, 306, 309-10; 
see also Denmark, Russia, Sweden 

Army, British : 
proposals to reform 331 , 352, 360, 

367-9, 372-3, 377, 392-3, 395, 
398, 411 

see also National defence, militia, 
volunteers 

Artois, Comte d ' (later Charles X of France) 
247 n 30 

Ashburton , 1st Baron 26 , 29 
Atlantic, war in 155, 161-3, 380-1 
Atwood, George, mathematician 396 
Aubrey, John, MP 40-1 
Auchmuty, Sir Samuel 382, 392 
Auckland, 1st Baron, see Eden, William 
Auditor(ship) of the Exchequer, see 

Exchequer, British 
Aust, George 131 , 133, 135 , 188 
Austen, Lady (Robert) 40 
Austria: 

relations with, 1787-93, Britain 69, 
120-2, 137-40, 143-5, 147-8, 150; 
France 6 7, 120; Holland 6 7; Prussia 
67, 122, 137, 139-45, 147-8; Russia 
120, 122, 140-1 ; Turkey 120, 122, 
129 

and the First Coalition 154-5, 160-1 , 
163-Q, 168-80, 182-6, 189-96, 
198-202, 207 

and peace with France (1797) 196, 
201-2, 209, 211, 221 

and the Second Coalition 211-22, 
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