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PREFACE

I have welcomed the opportunity to write a study of the
elder William Pitt in this series of Profiles in Power. For
many years, I had a special interest in his political career
and gathered material towards a biography. Then, some time
ago, I came to the conclusion that a full account which
would meet modern standards of scholarship and expecta-
tions of biographies was neither possible — largely because
of the problems of sources considered in my introduction —
nor useful, and that thematic studies were a more satisfac-
tory way of assessing the significance of Pitt’s career. I moved
on to broader interests, leaving much of my material unex-
plored. Now, however, the concept and constraints of this
series remove the need to be comprehensive about the life
story while encouraging use of those unexplored resources
in an assessment firmly rooted in the political context of the
times.

Within the guidelines of this series, I have attempted to
write a study which exploits all accessible sources, not simply
those newly available, and incorporates the insights of the
exciting recent work on the period. I have written primarily
for the student with little prior knowledge, trying to cover
the whole of Pitt’s career — his periods of failure as well as
success — in such a way as to illuminate the major character-
istics and issues of mid-eighteenth-century British politics.
No biography can entirely escape the tendency to exaggerate
the importance of its subject; I hope students may be encour-
aged to investigate other actors and developments more
thoroughly than has been possible here. I hope, too, that a
fresh view, grounded in original research, of one political
life will have something of interest for the specialist. My
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PREFACE

account is deliberately ‘revisionist’, in the sense that it scru-
tinizes sceptically the hagiography which still clings to Pitt’s
name and tends to set him outside the norms of politics.
But no study would be satisfactory which did not attempt to
explain the heroic stature accorded him by many (although
never all) contemporaries, even while some recognized his
flaws. It is perhaps significant that my account has been
written as far away as one can get from Britain on this globe.
In my childhood, people here in New Zealand still believed
that — under Churchill, whose career has many parallels
to Pitt’s — the mantle of the British Empire extended round
the world; my generation was trained and steeped in Euro-
pean culture; but, in the course of my career, a multitude of
influences has led us to a sometimes painful reassessment,
although not a rejection, of that culture as we have come
to growing appreciation of our roots in these South Pacific
islands.

In the course of my long preoccupation with Pitt at such a
distance I have incurred more than the usual academic debts.
My work stands on the shoulders of that of many scholars,
whose contribution, unfortunately, it has not always been
possible to acknowledge fully in a book of this nature. Many
libraries, in Britain, North America and Australia, have re-
sponded to requests from our expert and efficient inter-
library loans service. Generous periods of leave and research
grants from the University of Canterbury, one combined
with a Visiting Fellowship at Corpus Christi College, Cam-
bridge, have enabled me to enjoy at first hand the ambience
and service of places as different as the Public Record Office,
the British Library, the Bodleian, and the University Library,
Cambridge, the Huntington in San Marino and the Clements
Library in Ann Arbor, and many local record offices and
private collections in Britain. I am grateful for permission to
cite their resources, and particularly to Rosemary Dunbhill,
Hampshire County Archivist, for her help over the Malmesbury
Collection. Transcripts held by the History of Parliament
Trust have filled some otherwise glaring gaps in my cover of
private papers. Colleagues on the other side of the world —
most notably Paul Langford, Peter Marshall and Frank
O’Gorman - have sustained me with encouragement. To
Frank I owe particularly the incentive to undertake this brief
life of Pitt, while both he and Paul patiently commented
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PREFACE

on the first draft. Colleagues at home, particularly David
McIntyre, John Cookson and, in the past, Glenn Burgess, and
several generations of students have kept me stimulated,
while colleagues on leave, former students and friends —
notably Margaret Escott — have chased up loose ends of
research for me. My family have borne with my preoccupa-
tion, while, above all, my husband, who is also a colleague,
has sustained me with encouragement and has patiently
read my text with his acutely critical eye. To all 1 offer my
heartfelt thanks, and my apologies for the shortcomings which
remain.

X1
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INTRODUCTION

CONTEXTS: WAR AND POLITICS

War and the threat of war dominated the lifetime of the
elder William Pitt. He was born in 1708, in the midst of
Britain’s first great modern war, the War of the Spanish
Succession. The Duke of Marlborough’s allied army had
just added Oudenarde to the string of victories against the
French which was securing for the newly United Kingdom
a leading role in European affairs for the first time in the
modern period. The most widely accepted justification for
this expensive involvement was the protection of the Revolu-
tion Settlement of 1689 against Louis XIV’s recognition of
James II’s son as James III. Over recent decades, many had
begun to see a balance of power against French hegemony
in Europe as a necessary protection of Britain’s interests, com-
mercial as well as dynastic. But many also looked beyond
Europe for a share in commerce and colonies at the expense
of Spain and France.

Pitt grew up as the succession of the German Hanover-
ians to the British throne in 1714 was secured. With the
Hanoverians came commitment to European affairs but also
an ongoing debate about how the commitment could best
be managed: in what areas, by what alliances, with what
resources, whether ships, subsidies or troops. When Pitt came
into politics in 1735, there had been more than twenty years
of relative peace. But, as the young man’s political views
began to be shaped, that peace gave way to renewed war.
He, too, was excited with others in the opposition he joined,
as British appetites for gains from the Spanish empire in
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INTRODUCTION

Central America were again whetted. He, too, quickly for-
got those dreams as, from 1740, fears were renewed about
the extension of French power in Europe - an extension,
this time, at the expense of Britain’s allies, the Austrian
Habsburgs, in the War of the Austrian Succession. Like
everyone else in the kaleidoscopic European situation of
the mid-century, in which debate continued about where
Britain’s interests lay, Pitt became a learner in foreign policy.
Wars were to shape the rest of Pitt’s career, as he
made his name in foreign policy. He saw Britain success-
fully maintain a great-power role in Europe while he helped
to entrench antagonism to Bourbon France (and Spain when
the Bourbon family was united) as a hallmark of British policy.
As the contest with France intensified beyond Europe and
became much more important than the lure of the Spanish
empire, Pitt presided, at the brilliant zenith of his career
in 1756-61, over the war which marked Britain’s emergence
as the leading imperial power, not only in the Americas
but also to the east, in India. After that, real power eluded
him. Having done little, as Earl of Chatham, in his few months
of effective office in 1766—-67, to aid the solution of the
problems of imperial organization that Britain’s new status
brought, he spent his remaining eleven years, when not
debilitated by illness, in fruitless opposition. In 1778, in the
midst of another war, he collapsed into his final illness while
speaking against the independence of the American colon-
ies. He died a month later, as once more Britain faced the
Bourbons and came in the next five years to bitter defeat.
Chatham’s life ended, it seemed, in nemesis. However, this
grave imperial crisis, bringing not only the loss of the Amer-
ican colonies but also the threat of disintegration of the
small but growing British presence in India, was in the longer
run only a temporary setback in the growth of empire.
This success abroad, as great power and metropolis of a
growing empire, encompassed Pitt’s life and is often iden-
tified with him. There were, in fact, much more significant
explanations than the purely personal. Success was made
possible, in the first instance, by the stabilizing of English
constitutional arrangements. These came to make England
the envy of Europe rather than the byword for insecurity
she had been in the previous century, while allowing the
development of financial systems which efficiently tapped
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CONTEXTS: WAR AND POLITICS

national wealth. The generally unruffled subordination of
other parts of the British Isles, less by constitutional arrange-
ments than by an informal union of elites, was also an essen-
tial prerequisite.

Crucial to constitutional stability was the taming of volat-
ile party politics which, in Anne’s reign, when Pitt was born
of a Tory father and Whig grandfather, wracked the parlia-
mentary classes, regularly spilled out into the constituencies
and society, and complicated the management of Scotland
and Ireland. Party politics had their roots in longstanding
ideological divisions over the nature of monarchy and the
Church of England and toleration for religious dissent,
exacerbated by the Revolution of 1688-89 and extended by
debates over involvement in Europe. After 1714, securing
their own dominance with that of the new dynasty, the main
body of the Whigs continued their transition, begun at the
Revolution, from ‘country’ opposition to support of the court.
The Tories, tainted, often unjustly, as Jacobites (supporters
of the exiled Stuarts), could no longer easily tap the natural
majority for Church and monarchy they had long enjoyed
and were thrust on to the back benches or out into the
counties. There and in growing urban areas, especially Lon-
don, their populist edge, rooted in long-remembered dislike
of busybody Puritans, was sharpened by new alienations from
Whig rule. Stability culminated, from 1721, in the twenty
years of power of Robert Walpole, whose political skills, from
1721, did most to evolve a workable political system — a
parliamentary monarchy — out of the volatility of the past
generation, while moderating something of the bitterness
of party divisions.

Pitt cast his lot with the Whigs, though not with Walpole,
but throughout his career sat light to party ties — which,
in any case, while often ideologically compelling and pervas-
ive, never had the tightly organized or mass base of modern
parties. In the course of his career, he was to contribute to
and benefit from developments which fundamentally altered
the nature and role of parties: the reshaping of a forceful
alternative ‘patriot’ opposition ideology in his earlier career
and the fracturing and partial reforming of party identities
in the much changed 1760s and 1770s.

Britain’s success abroad in Pitt’s lifetime was powered
above all, however, by the growth of commercial wealth,
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INTRODUCTION

particularly the thrusting dynamism of Britain’s trade be-
yond Europe, aided by a maturing of the American colonies
which few would have foreseen at the beginning of the cen-
tury. This diversifying economy raised a varied and prosper-
ous middle class below the landed elite, which had emerged
also prosperous and increasingly assured from the travails
of the previous century, and the gentry, whose confidence
grew as this century proceeded.

In Pitt’s lifetime, tensions between landed and middle
classes were usually far outweighed by the cohesive strength of
arelationship of recognition from above and emulation from
below and the fusion (in Paul Langford’s interpretation) of
one broad, propertied ‘ruling class’. The mid-century world
which saw the zenith of Pitt’s career and into which Pitt’s
children were born was — at least for most of the middle and
landed classes — stable, wealthy, comfortable and cultivated
in ways hardly imagined in 1708. But it was still anxious and
prone to crisis. Commerce sought opportunities in war but
was vulnerable to its vagaries; the equilibrium of a parlia-
mentary monarchy was always liable to upset, whether real
or imagined, and from the 1760s was increasingly susceptible
to pressure from those not fully incorporated into its politics
which was slowly to bring fundamental change.

In fact, the formal political system of court, cabinet and
parliament, though undoubtedly oligarchical and in some
ways increasingly so, was never closed to sporadic pressure
from outside, especially when the elites were divided. In the
course of the eighteenth century, a more continuous polit-
ical interest on the part of those on the edges was fostered,
not only by economic and social change, but also by the develop-
ment of a vigorous press after the lapsing of pre-publication
censorship in 1695. By 1702, London had a daily paper; by
the 1730s, a range of forms — dailies, tri-weeklies and week-
lies — was established; the number of publications and their
circulation continued to grow over the mid-century, while
weekly provincial papers also flourished. In addition, there
was a variety of other periodical publications, as well as
pamphlets, while prints, broadsides and ballads extended
the message beyond the readily literate. These works may
not have reached much beyond the middle classes of the
towns or the gentry in the countryside to touch the bulk of
the population; their purposes were seldom solely political.
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THE POWER OF ORATORY AND REPUTATION

But they certainly enriched a vital political culture which
could influence parliamentary elections, especially in larger
constituencies — few in number but high-profile and, in peti-
tions, addresses and instructions to MPs, with well-established
means of expression capable of further sophistication. In the
course of Pitt’s career, this culture was to break increasingly
frequently and effectively — though seldom autonomously or
as the sole determinant of events — into the heart of national
politics.

Pitt, coming as something of an outsider on to the polit-
ical stage, needed to play on these vulnerabilities, uncertaint-
ies and novelties. In doing so, and by seeming so instrumental
in imperial expansion, he came to be identified by many of
his time and later with the new: he was seen as a patriot above
party, peculiarly sensitive to the interests of ‘the people’ and
particularly to those of the expanding world of commerce
and commercial people. This view of him is largely mis-
taken; his undoubted stature rested more surely on other
foundations.

THE POWER OF ORATORY AND REPUTATION

Pitt’s career is in some ways a strange subject for a series of
Profiles in Power. He may have been driven by the urge to
wield and extend Britain’s power in the world; he may have
been seen as bringing that power to unprecedented heights.
But he himself effectively held political office of the first
rank for little more than five of the 40 years or so of his
active career. With dazzling heights of brief success that
career combined long periods of bitter frustration and the
depths of abject failure. Yet few contemporaries would have
denied his power. He held sway in their minds, not by virtue
of office, but by the power of the spoken word. Coming to
politics with few inherited advantages, Pitt derived his chief
political strength from the way he learnt to sway the forum
at the heart of the formal play of politics, the House of
Commons. When he rose, his tall, spare frame — ‘with the
eye of a hawk, a little head, thin face, long aquiline nose,
and perfectly erect’’ — and, above all, the emotive power of
his words commanded the attention of the House and cowed
opponents as few others could do. His rhetorical power gave
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credence to his claims to the status of ‘patriot’. Those
who tried to prick his bubble with the sarcastic title ‘great
commoner’”® found that it was taken over as a generally
recognized title of honour, one which conveyed the immense
authority of his physical presence and undoubted intellec-
tual power. In Pitt’s middle and later career, the element
of drama in his oratory was sometimes heightened by his
appearance as an invalid on his crutch, supported by friends
or servants, his limbs swathed in bandages, occasionally accom-
panied by shouts of acclamation from the crowds outside.
Even in the House of Lords, a very different forum which
he never controlled to the same extent, he did not lose his
power to command attention.

As this power over minds was confirmed by brilliant suc-
cess in war at the zenith of his career, it was amplified by
word of mouth, correspondence and the printed press to
the growing audience of the political nation. Pitt was unique
among leading politicians in his time in the extraordinary
interest he evoked outside parliament, at least from the late
1750s, and in the way he shaped people’s image of them-
selves as Britain staked its place on the international stage.
Yet the very source of Pitt’s power — this reputation, largely
constructed by the spoken word yet necessarily operating in
the world of political compromise — made him peculiarly
vulnerable to criticism. In his time, Pitt was accused of empty
bombast in his oratory, of unprincipled inconsistency and
unscrupulous ambition in his conduct. The way he played
the political game, how he brought his considerable abil-
ities and, in due course, his formidable reputation to bear
on the components of power — crown, court, parliament,
patronage and party, press and political nation — was never
typical of his time and often deeply flawed. Nevertheless,
the fluctuations of his career — which to a considerable extent
reflect the uncertainties of his age — can throw much light on
the nature of politics in those decades of profound change.

Historians have traditionally attributed enormous power
to Pitt.” Taking up contemporary celebration of him as the
chief architect of victories won in ‘every quarter of the
globe’,* early biographers began to shape this view by sug-
gesting the means by which his dominance was secured.
William Godwin, generally by no means uncritical of Pitt,
attributed to him in wartime ‘comprehensive genius, ...
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indefatigable industry’. John Almon’s gossipy accounts of a
subservient Admiralty, browbeaten colleagues and adminis-
trative zeal added apparent substantiation, while, rather later,
Francis Thackeray’s adulatory study, influenced by a new
emphasis on military analysis prompted by the Napoleonic
wars, contributed an over-arching strategy and comprehens-
ive planning to Pitt’s supposed achievements.’

Macaulay reacted to Thackeray by returning the picture
of Pitt as war minister more to the proportions given by his
contemporaries, allowing him spirit but not comprehensive
views, while later finding much to criticize in his behaviour
in the 1760s.° The predominantly Whig historians of the early
Victorian period, however, generally accepted the established
view of Pitt as great patriot and war leader, while discover-
ing other virtues to admire. While they criticized George III
and largely adopted Horace Walpole’s dismissive account of
the Duke of Newcastle, Pitt’s partner in the wartime coali-
tion, they praised Pitt as parliamentary orator, incorruptible
defender of liberty and spokesman of the people.

This rising tide of admiration dried to a trickle in the
high-Victorian period of free trade, laissez-faire imperialism
and concern for economy, which found more to praise in
the younger Pitt. In the early twentieth century, however,
when a newly self-conscious imperialism, uneasy about for-
eign challenges and domestic criticism, coincided aptly with
celebration of the bicentenary of Pitt’s birth and the devel-
opment of professional history, the heroic picture of Pitt
was fully constructed. He was transmuted into a great imper-
ial statesman with a clear vision of Britain’s destiny beyond
Europe which reached towards the ideal of an ‘empire based
on liberty’.7 At the same time, a growing interest in naval
strategy attributed to Pitt the kind of systematic thinking
about strategy which had lessons for the very different age
of the steamship and cable telegraph.® The first substantial
biographies of Pitt which appeared at this time, by Basil
Williams and the Prussian, Albert von Ruville, although too
scholarly to capitulate entirely to this heroic view, were shaped
by it.? It was entrenched and magnified in all subsequent
biographies until very recently; it remains largely intact even
in Stanley Ayling’s consciously postimperial view of 1976,
while analyses of British strategy over the centuries still
appeal to it."



INTRODUCTION

In its fully constructed form, this historians’ myth about
Pitt represents him as from his youth marked out for an out-
standing political career. Soon, it is suggested, he became
the far-sighted statesman who, having watched impotently
while the Duke of Newcastle ‘blundered’ in the 1740s and
1750s, turned attention in the Seven Years War to Britain’s
‘true’ interests outside Europe, kept it there despite the opin-
ions of his colleagues, and co-ordinated a ‘world-wide’ strat-
egy which allowed the navy to fulfil its role in European
waters while supporting ‘combined operations’ there and in
theatres beyond Europe. According to this view, Pitt exercised
effective oversight over nearly every branch of government
and, particularly, ensured the success of American operations
by his sympathetic understanding of conditions there and
his detailed oversight and support. This heroic view is often
combined with an emphasis on those virtues the Whig his-
torians saw in Pitt, so that, in his later career, he is presented
as the standard-bearer of Whig liberalism in the domestic
and imperial disputes of the 1760s and 1770s, one whose
influence, if only he had been heeded, might have saved
the American colonies.

This view of Pitt standing head and shoulders above
his contemporaries and powerfully dominating his world,
prescient even when powerless, still in varying degrees con-
tinues to influence much scholarly writing on his period.'
However, the more rigorous study of eighteenth-century
politics in the 60 years and more since the first publications
of the great historian of that century, Sir Lewis Namier, has
raised quite different questions about Pitt the politician,
questions often strongly reminiscent of the more sceptical
view taken by some of his contemporaries and sustained by
Macaulay and others.!”” Behind the mask of patriot and
imperial statesman lurks the intensely ambitious politician.
Because he came from outside the elite predestined for
power, he harboured a fierce determination to protect his
independence; he often used ideas and policies instrument-
ally to his ambition, rather than constructively. Disruptive and
often arrogant, he was a complex character playing a deep
political game in a fluid and changing world.

The time is ripe for a thorough reappraisal of Pitt’s pol-
itical life in his times as they are now understood, a re-
appraisal which can penetrate the veneer of mythology and
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THE MAN AND ‘MADNESS’

hold these various views in balance. Jeremy Black’s recent
biography has begun this process of contextualization." This
book attempts to advance it further, especially for Pitt’s later
career, and to unfold his life as he lived it and contem-
poraries saw it, not allowing it to be coloured prematurely
by the glow of his later reputation but taking due account
of that reputation when it is won.

THE MAN AND ‘MADNESS’

There will always be major difficulties in the way of a satis-
factory biography of Pitt, even one attempting to deal only
with his political career. We will never have that knowledge
of the man that a biographer of a person of his stature in
more recent times would expect as a matter of course, the
knowledge which would allow recovery of his complexity
as a full historical personality. Unlike most of his contem-
poraries, except to his wife and then usually on private mat-
ters, Pitt did not often commit his thoughts to paper. There
are few letters to trusted colleagues and little other com-
ment. So, despite the magnificent recent chronological
calendaring of the Chatham papers in the Public Record
Office which has made work on them much easier, there is
still, except for brief periods, great difficulty in knowing
what Pitt’s real views and intentions were. Even more import-
ant for one whose power rested so much on the spoken
word is the fact that the records of parliamentary debates
are very imperfect. This is particularly the case for the Seven
Years War period; and the ongoing discovery of revealing
fragments in letters and diaries of others hardly fills the
gap. We may have known for some time that Dr Johnson,
writing up the debates of 1741 for the Gentleman’s Magazine,
composed for Pitt his supposed sarcastic confession to ‘the
atrocious crime of being a young man’ in answer to rebuke
from the venerable Horatio Walpole.” We do not know
exactly what Pitt said, or even all the occasions on which he
spoke.'® At times, especially in his later career, increasing com-
petition among magazines and newspapers produced fuller
and possibly more reliable accounts. But still there is reason
to suspect they were manipulated by publicists anxious to
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INTRODUCTION

claim his support,'” while Pitt himself never countenanced
the publication of his speeches.

Even a reassessment limited to Pitt’s political career must
go beyond the public man, however imperfectly known, and
make some attempt to understand the formation of the
personality that helped to shape ideas and behaviour. For
this purpose, this study makes cautious use of the available
fragments of evidence, both long-known — from which some-
times too much has been wrung — and new. Much of this
evidence concerns Pitt’s chronic ill health.'” It is probably
insufficient to allow firm conclusions about the nature and
interconnectedness of Pitt’s many complaints, even by a
medically qualified biographer. This work certainly does not
attempt such conclusions. However, it can be said that, from
school and university days, Pitt suffered frequently from a
variety of ailments in various parts of the body — limbs,
stomach, bowels, head - generally loosely referred to as
‘gout’. A ‘veteran invalid’, he called himself quite early,"
and his crutch, his limbs bandaged in red flannel or black
velvet, his sedan chair with a fixture for his gouty legs,
became public hallmarks. But there was more than physical
illness; perhaps from his thirties, Pitt was also prone to
nervous or psychological disorders which he and his doctor
came to refer to as ‘lowness™ and we might call clinical
depression. Brian Tunstall diagnosed Pitt’s condition as
manic-depressive insanity.”’ Certainly, at two periods in his
life, 1767-68 and 1775-77,* he was totally overwhelmed and
mentally incapacitated to a degree which contemporaries
thought ‘approaching to insane melancholy’. His condition
deeply moved those few who were permitted to see ‘the
lowest dejection and debility that mind or body can be in’
and misery ‘beyond conception’.”

Pitt’s constant struggle against such manifold complaints
was probably the most formative influence on his personal-
ity and the gravest handicap to his career. It deeply affected
his relations with other people, helping to turn him from a
sociable young man into an impatient, irritable recluse who
increasingly hardened the shell he put between himself and
others beyond his family. Frustration at the limits ill health
put on his undoubted abilities enhanced the natural tend-
ency to arrogance and autocracy which made him such a
difficult colleague. Other characteristics — rapid swings of
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mood from deep despair to exultation, histrionic pronounce-
ments, the reckless political extremism which sometimes led
observers to call him ‘mad’ when he was not depressed —
were also shaped by his condition. More importantly, his
performance in parliament and office was often critically
affected, or he was inaccessible at crucial times. Certainly,
his ill health fashioned the curious rhythm of his political
life, in which periods of intense activity often alternated
with disillusioned withdrawal.

The interaction between his illness and political behavi-
our perplexed Pitt’s contemporaries. Sometimes, unsympath-
etic observers suspected him of ‘political gout’, of using his
ill health to avoid difficult situations. Often these accusa-
tions are without foundation; his complaints were persistent
enough not to require feigning. But just how stress and
intractable political problems affected his health is not
clear. There were circumstances — those of war, for example
— in which he was able to work regardless of illness, inter-
viewing officials and diplomats while bedridden, but many
occasions — when he was first Secretary of State in the minor-
ity Devonshire-Pitt administration of 1756-57, or in the
opposition of 1770 — when, while ill, he seemed more ready
and able to bestir himself on some issues than others. Inter-
action between illness, personality and political performance
there undoubtedly was; its precise nature is unfathomable,
part of the complexity of the man.
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Chapter 1

THE YOUNG DEMOSTHENES,
1735-46

YOUTH, 1708-35

The family into which William Pitt was born on 15 Novem-
ber 1708 had until recently been small landholders in the
county of Dorset, aspiring to little more than local office.
Although a senior branch, established in Hampshire in the
early seventeenth century, had prospered and put its elder
sons into parliament, not until the generation of Pitt’s grand-
father did wider prospects open for the junior branch. They
came from the newly dynamic world of commerce. That
grandfather, Thomas, made a fortune out of both inter-
loping and legitimate trade to India in the unsettled late
seventeenth-century years of the East India Company and
was Governor of the Company’s factory in Madras from 1698
to 1709. Transferring much of his fortune home in the form
of the large diamond which gave him one of his nicknames,
he used his wealth to acquire estates with which came con-
siderable influence in parliamentary boroughs and to marry
his five surviving children into titled families. William was
the second son of Thomas Pitt’s eldest son, Robert, a man
of much lesser stature than his father, and his wife, Harriet
Villiers, of an old, aristocratic family and granddaughter of
the fourth Viscount Grandison.'

The time-honoured application of wealth derived from
commerce to land and aristocratic marriage alliances had
transformed the family’s lesser gentry status. But the evid-
ence does not allow much speculation about the influence
on William of this diverse background. As a young boy
he had some contact with his paternal uncle, James, Earl
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YOUTH, 1708-35

Stanhope, an experienced soldier and leading Whig, and in
his schooldays his formidable paternal grandfather saw
enough of him to recognize him as ‘a hopeful lad’.* The
letters of his young manhood suggest more familiarity with
his mother’s side of the family.® His paternal inheritance
was perhaps the source more of tension than of inspiration.
With his grandfather’s wealth came ‘the Governor’s’ feud-
ing family relations and something of his tempestuous char-
acter — evident even in the young man’s correspondence, in
occasional heated outbursts.

Conventionally enough for a family of the status to which
the Pitts could now aspire, from 1719 to 1726 William was
sent to school at Eton, where, in contrast to his brother,
Thomas, he applied himself and did well, being commended
to his father by his tutor as ‘of so good abilities, and . . . so
good a disposition’ as to ‘answer all your hopes’.! However,
Eton’s harsh regime may have begun the warping of an
affectionate disposition. Certainly, much later in his life,
Pitt was to comment that ‘he scarce observed a boy who was
not cowed for life at Eton’,” and his own sons were to be
educated at home.

Then followed eight unsettled years during which the
impecunious younger son’s search for a suitable career was
disrupted by family upheaval. In 1726 Governor Pitt’s death
brought William a small annual income. Any thought on his
father’s part that Pitt might become a clergyman — a natural
career opening in a landed family that had church livings in
its gift — was given up by the time he left Eton. Nevertheless,
as a career in the church would have required, Pitt went
up to Trinity College, Oxford, in 1727, despite his father’s
grumblings about expense. But after only a year, and pos-
sibly because of his father’s sudden death in its course, he
moved on to further study in Utrecht, renowned as an inter-
national centre of Protestant learning, more forward-looking
than Oxford if now rapidly declining. For this study, Pitt
had some support from his brother, who, as elder son, had
inherited the family property. By the beginning of 1730,
however, William was back in England, kicking his heels on
various family country estates. Then early in 1731 another
career, with a small immediate income but promise of much
more, was opened for him with the help of a friend from
Eton days, George Lyttelton, whose sister his brother married
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about this time. Lyttelton introduced William to his wealthy
and influential soldier uncle, Richard, Viscount Cobham, in
whose regiment of horse William was granted a cornet’s com-
mission. He spent parts of the next two years in camp but
in 1733-34 he was off to the continent once more, probably
again with his brother’s help, for the grand tour which was
a normal part of the education of a young man of social
standing. Pitt’s was a mini-version of such a tour, as befitted
his limited means; it took him for seven months to France
and Switzerland, but not to Italy, the prized goal of wealthy
grand tourists. The correspondence of these unsettled years
shows a young man both sociable with friends and warmly
affectionate towards his family, especially his sister Ann. Yet
there were evident tensions with the brother on whom he
was so obviously dependent for material support and, in ill
health, for example, other clear signs of strain.

The general election of 1734, the first since Pitt came of
age, opened yet another avenue to explore. The electoral
influence built up by his grandfather gave Thomas Pitt sub-
stantial control in three constituencies, and returning his
brother for one of them would have been a natural move.
However, not until Thomas had secured his own and his
sister’s husband’s return, and had decided to reject an offer
to buy out William’s claim on a seat at Old Sarum, was
William returned to represent the electors of that pocket
borough - all five of them — in February 1735.°

Under the unreformed electoral system, in which con-
stituencies varied widely in the size of their electorates, there
was nothing at all unusual in a politician sitting for a pocket
borough. For only seven months in more than 30 years in
the Commons did Pitt represent more than 100 voters. On
the other hand, the young man who now entered parlia-
ment was not necessarily yet committed to making his way
in politics. Under the unreformed system, many stood for
parliament for a variety of non-political motives.” Pitt’s let-
ters at this time reflect less the promise seen in him by his
tutor and his grandfather and the broadening of his tra-
ditional classical education by continental experience than
the normal pastimes of a not particularly serious-minded
young man — amorous encounters both flirtatious and more
serious, and even ‘a course of drunken conversation’.® And,
while he was undoubtedly indignant at the proposal to buy
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WALPOLE’S WORLD

out his electoral interest, he apparently had no settled polit-
ical views in late 1734.” Indeed, he may well have intended to
advance his military career by recommending himself, through
his parliamentary behaviour, to a powerful patron. Within
two months, however, he had set a political course. And over
the next seven years his political ambition developed as
he realized his abilities.

WALPOLE’S WORLD

The political world into which Pitt came in 1735 was domin-
ated by the commanding figure of Sir Robert Walpole. For
fourteen years, Walpole had held office in the leading posi-
tion of First Lord of the Treasury, astounding contempor-
aries by a grip on power unprecedented in recent times.
Coarse and ostentatious yet warm and humane, still able to
play the bluff country squire to admiring backbenchers while
flaunting his new status and wealth, Walpole was a calculat-
ing political manager, combining shrewd judgement of indi-
viduals with a penetrating appreciation of underlying trends.
The exercise of his superb political skills at court and in par-
liament demonstrated an effective new kind of premiership,
one which took account both of the continuing importance
of personal monarchy and of the changing role of parlia-
ment, especially that of the House of Commons in financing
the state. His political skills, together with judicious policies,
had moderated the bitter party strife which had so threatened
stability in the three decades before 1721, even softening the
alienation felt by Tories at their exclusion from office since
the Hanoverians came to the throne in 1714. As justly self-
proclaimed defender of the Revolution Settlement and the
Hanoverian succession, Walpole had impeccable claims, both
ideological and pragmatic, to Whig credentials.

However, by the early 1730s, Walpole’s ascendancy was
being challenged. In the later 1720s, the able opponents
Walpole had excluded from his amalgam of court and Whig
supporters, known as the Old Corps of the Whigs — notably
the brilliant debaters in the Commons and Lords, William
Pulteney and John, Baron Carteret — mounted an increas-
ingly sophisticated parliamentary opposition with a small
core of committed supporters. From 1730 they achieved some
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tenuous co-operation with the still substantial body of Tor-
ies in parliament and their able former leader, Henry St
John, Viscount Bolingbroke, who had returned from exile
in 1725 but was still excluded from his seat in the Lords for
his earlier Jacobite dabblings. More important to this opposi-
tion than the disappointed ambition of brilliant leaders was
the programme developed to encourage the co-operation
of dissident Whigs and Tories and expounded in a vigor-
ous press campaign led by the newspaper, the Crafisman,
with major contributions from Bolingbroke. This ‘country’ or
‘patriot’ programme revived and adapted a stream of crit-
icism of the exercise of power influential from at least the
1690s. It mounted a vigorous critique of Walpole’s supposed
neglect of British interests abroad and accumulation of power
at home by means which were held to corrupt the founda-
tions of the mixed constitution and endanger liberty. The
programme — elaborated by some of the most able pens of
the day, among them Jonathan Swift, Alexander Pope, John
Gay and, for a time, Henry Fielding — was capable of a variety
of emphases attractive both to old-fashioned Whigs, alarmed
at their party’s compromises in office, and to popular Tory-
ism. It was in many ways backward-looking and unrealistic.
But, especially in major political scandals in the early 1730s,
there was enough in Walpole’s ‘Robinocracy’ — the deroga-
tory term was coined from the diminutive of Robert — to give
the critique credibility. Later, the critique was to prove adapt-
able to more radical ends, both in Britain and America. Thus
the opposition to Walpole was of the greatest importance in
ensuring the continuity of this influential eighteenth-century
political discourse. In modes of opposition as much as of rule,
Walpole’s period of dominance provided the bridge from
the seventeenth to the eighteenth century."’

The potency of the opposition programme was demon-
strated most strikingly in the excise crisis of 1733."" By a
campaign which set a pattern of propaganda and action for
later opposition ‘storms’, Walpole was forced into a humili-
ating withdrawal of a major and constructive proposal which
would have permanently reduced the land tax by extending
excise duties to wine and tobacco in place of much less effici-
ent customs duties. A chorus of protest across the country,
skilfully orchestrated by the merchants and corporation of
the City of London and the opposition press, operated on
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both Walpole’s majority in both houses of parliament and
his support at court. Walpole was able to recover from this
major miscalculation with the help of the firm if belated
support of the king and his own skill in appealing to Whig
loyalties in parliament. However, the election of 1734, one
of the most acrimonious of the century, showed the extent
of the damage to his standing. The force of government and
private patronage in the much more numerous constituen-
cies with small electorates enabled him to retain a workable
majority. But that majority was substantially reduced by losses
in those constituencies — most counties, and boroughs with
large electorates — open to wider opinion.

The excise crisis laid bare the mechanics of power and
opposition in the early Hanoverian world. Walpole’s con-
summate political skills won the excise war and his oppon-
ents entered the new parliament daunted and divided. Yet
there is no doubt that the opposition had won the propa-
ganda battle — most notably in persuading country gen-
tlemen to vote against their interest in a reduced land
tax. Moreover, the injudiciously abrupt dismissals Walpole
required of the king in order to restore his position at
court and in the Lords brought prominent new recruits to
the opposition — notably the experienced diplomat, the Earl
of Chesterfield, relieved of his court office, Lord Cobham,
now no longer colonel of Pitt’s regiment, and a number of
influential Scottish peers. An even more prestigious recruit
in the person of Frederick, Prince of Wales, a friend of
Chesterfield, looked increasingly probable, as Frederick’s
stormy relations with his parents followed the pattern already
becoming typical of Hanoverian monarchs with their adult
heirs — one Walpole had exploited in opposition in 1717-
20, when George II was Prince of Wales. An open breach now
would threaten the restored political calm. Vain, shallow
and unpredictable as Frederick was, any rival court around
him could still offer to opposition politicians protection
against charges of dynastic disloyalty and some patronage,
the more valuable as George II was already in his fifties.

This political world offered difficult choices to a young
man entering parliament. Support for the great statesman
who dominated it could offer the experience and fruits of
office or prospects in any other career. Yet it was clear that
the real intellectual excitement — and the quickest way to
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capture attention — lay in joining the glittering array of
talent who criticized the Robinocracy. And to a young man
Walpole may well have seemed past his prime.

STARTING OUT AT THE END OF AN ERA, 1735-42

Within two months of his election in 1735, Pitt signalled his
attraction to politics and to opposition by a ‘distinguished’
maiden speech in support of a bill to remove royal office-
holders (or ‘placemen’) from parliament — a favourite plank
of the patriot programme.'? Youthful enthusiasm and loyalty
to his one patron must certainly have drawn Pitt towards
opposition. But his brother had been a government sup-
porter for some time, and very probably it was Walpole who,
in 1731, had met the £1,000 cost of William’s commission
in order to secure his brother’s electoral influence." Pitt’s
surprise that the proposed accommodation at his expense
over the seat for Old Sarum was to be with one ‘declared
in opposition’ rather than someone ‘more agreeable to Sir
Robert’ was therefore natural. This surprise suggests that
he was not thinking of taking a similar course.'* He seems
not to have been aware of his brother’s changing sympath-
ies, a change suggested by the return of George Lyttelton,
Thomas’s wife’s brother, for Okehampton in March 1735.
Lyttelton, it appears, had drawn Thomas — as he had already
drawn William - into the orbit of his uncle, Cobham. Thus
the influence on William of both brother and patron came to
coincide in a commitment to opposition which in retrospect
seems inevitable.

By the summer of 1735, Pitt was enjoying the distinguished
company at Cobham’s magnificent country seat at Stowe."
Here, by his hospitality, rather than by speeches in the House
of Lords, Cobham — bluff soldier more than politician and
apparently never to make a speech in the Lords — was begin-
ning to shape the implacable opposition to Walpole first mys-
teriously aroused by the excise bill, then confirmed by his
unprecedented dismissal after a noteworthy military career.
Cobham’s young nephews, Richard Grenville (his heir) and
George Lyttelton, were returned to parliament at the same
time as Pitt. Affable, promising young men of assured status,
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with few signs yet of later foibles, they readily adopted Pitt
as one of ‘Cobham’s Cubs’ — the spearhead of Cobham’s
vicarious display of his new-found patriot principles.

It was not long before the Cubs won their first notoriety
as, with their patron, they began to move into the orbit of
the Prince of Wales. In April 1736, Pulteney provocatively
moved an address to the king on the occasion of the prince’s
marriage, a marriage well known to be displeasing to the
king. On this occasion, all three Cubs made ‘very remark-
able speeches’, aptly summed up as insinuating, ‘not in very
covert terms’, that the nation owed the match and the dyn-
astic stability it promised much less to the king than ‘to the
Prince demanding it of his father, and the voice of the
people calling for it too strongly not to be complied with’.'’
Later in the year, Pitt was said to be ‘perpetually with the
Prince, and at present in the first rank of his favour’. The
next February, all three Cubs spoke again on the even more
provocative Pulteney motion, only narrowly defeated, ask-
ing the king to grant the prince an establishment of £100,000
a year.'"” Meanwhile, in May 1736, Pitt’s notoriety had been
enhanced by his dismissal from his cornetcy. Compensating
reward came after the tensions between the prince and his
parents became an open breach in July 1737, when Lyttelton
became Private Secretary and Pitt Groom of the Bedcham-
ber to the prince, Pitt’s position bringing him a welcome
£400 a year."

Pitt’s career had thus taken a decisive political turn."” He
had begun to discover the power to command attention by
his oratory but, in his careless giving of offence to the king,
displayed a recklessness in deploying it that was to become
characteristic. However, for a time, he and his young friends
played only a sporadic role in opposition. They supported
the patriot cause in debates on moves in 1737 and 1738 to
reduce the size of the army. On this issue, typical ‘country’
arguments, favouring a militia instead of a professional force
which was seen as a threat to the constitution, were deployed
alongside considerations of the foreign situation. Lyttelton
and Pitt added gibes at the subordination of placemen.”
But Pitt was silent on large issues like the religious questions
of the 1736 session, which dangerously challenged Walpole’s
control of Church-Dissent hostilities, or Sir John Barnard’s
proposal of 1737 to reduce interest on the national debt.
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Pitt was eventually more attracted to the attack on Walpole’s
peaceful foreign policy which became the focus of opposi-
tion in the late 1730s.*' Merchants in the City of Lon-
don took up again the longstanding issue of the so-called
‘depredations’ of Spanish garda costas in the Caribbean
against what they considered to be illegal British trading
practices there. Public opinion could easily be aroused over
this issue and opposition leaders readily took it up. In March
1738, a flood of merchants’ petitions to the Commons on
the depredations gave Pulteney the opportunity to demand
strong action — only to have his resolutions emasculated by
Walpole.” A year later, on 8 March 1739, the opposition cam-
paign came to a climax when the Convention of the Pardo,
negotiated with Spain to settle the disputes, was presented to
the House. In one of the great parliamentary occasions of
the century, the opposition, supported by further petitions,
opposed the Convention and were only very narrowly defeated.

In 1738, Pitt was noticed only once, propounding the
uselessness of negotiation with Spain.* The next year, on
the Convention, he attracted far greater attention. He was
reported to have spoken ‘very well, but very abusively’ of the
‘national ignominy’ of yet another negotiated settlement
‘odious throughout the kingdom’, which, he claimed, sacri-
ficed longstanding vital interests of trade and self-defence
while offering the ‘public infamy’ of financial reparations.
Spain, he suggested, had more reason than Britain to fear a
war in America, and delay would only strengthen the Bourbon
union with France.?* Pitt’s sentiments were little different
from those of more prominent opposition speakers. However,
his virulence brought Walpole supporters to their feet in
reply. Walpole himself made notes on his speech, which won
for Pitt the accolade of a public kiss from the Prince of
Wales. Indeed, Pitt’s much greater enthusiasm on this occa-
sion was probably prompted less by his own opinions than
by the prince’s very recent commitment to open parliament-
ary opposition.”

However, Pitt’s parliamentary contributions remained
erratic even as the tempo of opposition to Walpole mounted.
Despite the Convention, war came in October 1739. Belli-
cose opinion against Spain was further fuelled by the early
success of Admiral Vernon in capturing Porto Bello, a base
for the garda costas. A vigorous press campaign and a spate
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of instructions to members of parliament, beginning in 1739
and continuing through 1740-41, combined concerns about
both the domestic and the foreign aspects of the Robino-
cracy. The multi-faceted swell of complaint began to resem-
ble that against the excise, but its range became far wider.
In the 1739-40 session, the opposition pressed Walpole hard
on a place bill and defeated him on a bill to register seamen,
which was claimed to threaten civil liberties. By the 1740-
41 session, the prospects in the West Indies looked far less
promising and serious complications threatened as war broke
out in Europe.”® The growing confidence of the parliament-
ary opposition, buoyed by the tide of opinion outside, came
to a further climax in the famous motion of 13 February
1741, for an address to the king to dismiss Walpole.

No speeches from Pitt are recorded for the 1739-40 ses-
sion, although he seconded a motion demanding that no
peace be made without recognition of the major issue of prin-
ciple in the disputes with Spain, the right of British ships to
navigate the high seas without being searched.” But from
the beginning of the 1740—41 session, when he and Lyttelton
were ‘very warm’ in the address-in-reply debate, he was much
more active. In January, he confronted Walpole over a pro-
posed enquiry into naval mishaps, claiming that ‘we are now
to examine whether it is probable that we shall preserve our
commerce and our independence, or whether we are sinking
into subjection to a foreign power’. And later in the session
he opposed the revival of the scheme to register seamen
defeated the year before.” Most notably, in the great debate
of 13 February, which ranged widely over Walpole’s domestic
and foreign policy, Pitt ‘in his emphatic language’ supported
the motion by citing precedents for the removal of ministers
on political rather than legal grounds. He criticized ‘the
satiety of power’ that had increased debts and multiplied
taxes at home, but concentrated on what he called ‘a sub-
version in the state of Europe which [had] cost a long war’.
He saw the ‘house of Austria lessened, but ... a deference
to the counsels of France’, and gross mismanagement in
war with Spain.*

This time, Pitt and his fellow Cubs distinguished them-
selves from the rest of the prince’s followers, who left the
House without voting.”” Many of the Tories, who were dis-
comfited by such a blatant personal attack on the king’s
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minister, also left. Their qualms allowed Walpole a striking
victory, which brutally showed up the divisions of his oppon-
ents and deflated their confidence. However, Walpole’s relief
was brief. In the election of the spring of 1741 his major-
ity was further dented, this time by defeats in the close
constituencies brought about by the loss to opposition of
powerful patrons: the Prince of Wales, who controlled many
Cornish seats, and the Duke of Argyll in Scotland, alienated
by Walpole’s clumsy handling of Scottish discontents.” It
required a further series of debates and votes in the new
parliament to demonstrate that Walpole was weakened be-
yond recovery.™ Perhaps constrained by the prince, Pitt took
part only in the last crucial policy debate, on an address for
an enquiry into the conduct of the war.* When, in February
1742, Walpole was defeated on an election petition and saved
from the enquiry by only three votes, he persuaded the stub-
bornly reluctant George II that he had to go. An era had
ended.

WHITHER NOW?

In the instability that followed, Pitt was eventually to find
opportunities to enforce his claims to advancement in the
political career he had now so clearly chosen and to the
office he needed for financial security. But his immediate
prospects were slight, constrained not least by the fragility
of the parliamentary opposition. It was deeply divided, as
Pitt’s sporadic public role in opposition, like that of more
prominent figures, vividly illustrates. As a follower of Cobham
and the Prince of Wales, Pitt associated much less with the
dissident Whig leaders, Pulteney and Carteret, who were
often widely suspected of readiness to reach terms with the
administration, than with leading peers like Chesterfield,
whose public voice in the new opposition paper, Common
Sense, supported a ‘broad-bottom’ alliance of Whigs and
Tories and looked for the renewal of ‘declining morals, and
liberties’ under a virtuous prince.” These associates were
unimpeachably Whig, but at Stowe Pitt rubbed shoulders
with recently converted Jacobites like Lord Cornbury,” and
in the House he supported Tory motions. Alliance with the
Tories had the tactical advantage that it might force a major
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ministerial reconstruction in which the Whig peers and even
lesser followers like Pitt could hope for office. However,
they also knew from the voting and electoral behaviour of
the Tories how fragile alliance with them was.

In fact, parliamentary opposition alone did not bring
Walpole down; his fall was the result of accumulating polit-
ical and personal strains, not least those of a war he did not
welcome. And the fragility of the opposition was soon amply
demonstrated in the outcome of that fall. Aided by Walpole’s
advice and the mistakes and divisions of the opposition, the
remaining leaders of the Old Corps were able to persuade
the king (if he was in any doubt) to reject more thorough-
going options in favour of a limited reconstruction, bring-
ing in Pulteney and Carteret and a few of their followers.*
This outcome was a reminder that, while the House of Com-
mons might in special circumstances be able to force the
king to give up a minister, the initiative lay with him in
reconstituting his administration. By following the pattern
of the reconstruction which ended the 1717-20 opposition
in which Walpole had been prominent, this outcome was one
step on the way to confirming Walpole’s pattern of domin-
ance and was probably essential to maintaining the degree of
stability his skills had ensured. However, it was dismissed as
a ‘job’ by many of his opponents in and outside parliament.
It left a deep and continuing sense of disillusionment at the
failure to achieve a renewal of government on patriot lines
which would have to be contained if stability was to endure.

It was hardly to be expected that Pitt would gain any
office in this reconstruction, especially when many more
prominent were left high and dry. Furthermore, he was
deserted (although not deprived of office) by his more
powerful patron when the vacillating Prince of Wales made
peace with his father. Pitt’s other patron, Cobham, despite
the restoration of his regimental command, typically took
an inflexible stand against any accommodation, even of the
prince with his father.”” Pitt’s very subordinate role at this
stage is emphasized by the fact that he played no recorded
part in the opposition discussions accompanying the recon-
struction, even the very large Fountain Tavern meeting of
12 February 1742.%

The manner of Walpole’s going, almost as much as his
long dominance, confirmed the House of Commons as a
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major theatre of political debate and contention for power.
There, over seven years of sporadic confrontation with the
redoubtable Walpole, Pitt had learned some parliamentary
skills. He had attracted some attention, though often only
as one of a group of ‘young gentlemen, who took great
personal libertys’. At the time of his dismissal from his
cornetcy he was noted as ‘a young man of no fortune, a very
pretty speaker, one the Prince is particular to, and under
the tuition of my Lord Cobham’.* Most notably in the debate
on the Convention with Spain, he had tasted the thrill of
mastering the House with ‘the prettyiest words, and the worst
language . . . ever heard’, although few apart from a French
observer as yet discerned an exceptionally able parliament-
arian in the making."” Nor, except perhaps in expression,
was there anything to distinguish his sentiments from those
of others in opposition. Unlike his friend, George Lyttelton,
Pitt had shown no interest in the extra-parliamentary aspect
of opposition."" So far, he had played a young man’s part,
testing his options for advancement somewhat recklessly,
evidently without much consistency of purpose.

By 1741, however, his correspondence suggests excited
anticipation of a decisive thrust against Walpole™ — and
he and his friends had shown in the House that they were
not the prince’s puppets. In 1742, as the parliamentary
opposition reformed to face Walpole’s successors, it gave
vent to the widespread disillusion at the outcome of his
fall by setting up a parliamentary enquiry into his years in
power which might provide legal grounds for punishment
by impeachment — the clumsy device to secure accountabil-
ity revived in the seventeenth century. Pitt’s two speeches of
vigorous support suggest that he genuinely shared the dis-
illusion. Certainly he showed remarkable venom against
Walpole as he answered objections to the enquiry and once
again ranged widely over the complaints of alleged misuse
of power in domestic affairs and gross mismanagement of
affairs abroad that had allowed French power and ambitions
to increase. Both speeches drew attention to the ‘voice of
the people’ in complaint and claimed that it ought properly
to be heard and expressed by the House of Commons.* His
speeches reinforced his claims as a rising politician, win-
ning him one of the last places on the secret committee of

enquiry.
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The committee’s proceedings were soon stonewalled by
essential witnesses, however, and, despite its lengthy reports,
no action eventuated.” The failure of this attempt to add
legal penalties to Walpole’s defeat was a further step towards
entrenching the more flexible political processes of account-
ability his practice had exemplified. But the sense of bitter
disillusion was not allayed. Here Pitt, with his Cobham connec-
tions and his budding oratory, was to find his opportunity.

WAR AND THE PATH TO OFFICE, 1742-46

Despite the success of the Old Corps in avoiding major
disruption following Walpole’s fall, the political situation
was far from settled. In the administration, the ‘new Whig’
recruits vied for supremacy with the remaining leaders of
the Old Corps, Henry Pelnam (Walpole’s chosen heir), his
brother, the Duke of Newcastle, and the Lord Chancellor,
Lord Hardwicke. Like Walpole parvenus in national poli-
tics, Revolution Whigs by dint of service rather than family,
the latter all had solid political and administrative experi-
ence behind them and a shrewd appreciation of the political
system as shaped by Walpole. They soon out-manoeuvred
Pulteney. He bore the brunt of the outcry against false pat-
riots and when, in July, he was persuaded into accepting a
peerage as Earl of Bath, his political career was effectively
over. Pelham then seemed set to become the recognized
leader in the Commons. A year later, when he was appointed
First Lord of the Treasury, he had in his hands the makings
of an ascendancy like Walpole’s. But Carteret, Secretary of
State, was a much more formidable rival. Although widely
distrusted by his new and earlier colleagues, he was a gifted
Europeanist with diplomatic and political experience and a
fluent command of languages. His broad views, his German
and his easy affability quickly won the favour of the king.
Thus arose the distinct possibility that the sources of power
Walpole had so skilfully combined would be separated and
a more courtly ‘prime minister’ might emerge."”

This possibility, and the likelihood of further political
instability — which opposition politicians might exploit —
were gravely exacerbated by the complex new issues arising
in Europe. There, the unexpected death of the Emperor,
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Charles VI, in October 1740 brought into operation his care-
fully negotiated provisions — the Pragmatic Sanction, which
Britain supported — to protect the Habsburg inheritance
of his daughter, Maria Theresa, who could not be elected
emperor. In December 1740, Prussia’s new king, Frederick
— whose skills as statesman and soldier were to make him
Frederick the Great — defied it by invading Silesia, Austria’s
richest province. France soon widened the challenge with
extensive victories in Germany in 1741.

The Austrian succession posed the biggest question to arise
in Europe since Britain’s emergence as a great power in the
struggle over the division of the Spanish empire settled in
1713-14. The balance of power then established and later
defended was now seriously threatened by the ‘rape’ of
Silesia, which launched the recently cobbled-together state
of Prussia, Europe’s rising military power, into a longlasting
competition with the hitherto mighty Habsburgs which was
to change the face of Europe. More immediately, the suc-
cesses of the leading European power, France, aroused anew
the threat of French hegemony.

This Britain could not ignore — even though the oppor-
tunity distracted France from the possibility of joining Spain
in the Caribbean war. The policy of the Walpole era of gen-
erally peaceful management of controversial issues in concert
with other powers could not cope with the ambitions raised
by the Austrian succession. So in 1741, Britain intervened
to help Maria Theresa — whose desperate plight aroused
popular sympathy in Britain — and early in 1742, without
any parliamentary dissent, the new ministers continued
subsidies for Austria and potential allies and dispatched
British troops to the army being assembled in the Austrian
Netherlands.*® Very soon, however, the rapidly changing
circumstances of war inflamed again the debate about how
best to protect Britain’s European interests which had gone
on since the turn of the century. All attention was diverted
from concerns outside Europe as, on this bitterly divisive
issue, both Carteret’s distrustful ministerial colleagues and
those remaining in opposition, not least Pitt, found their
opportunities.

Carteret, who, as Secretary of State dealing with north-
ern Europe, had principal responsibility for British moves,
favoured an active policy like that of William III. This
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deployed British money, troops and ships and aimed to
build up alliances to support Maria Theresa in all spheres
of Habsburg influence — the Netherlands, Germany, Italy.
This policy was firmly backed by George II, who had an experi-
ence and knowledge of continental affairs much greater than
most of his ministers and was deeply interested, as he always
was, in foreign policy. Also in his mind were the concerns
of his beloved German electorate, where, except in wartime,
he spent as much time as possible every summer. Already,
in face of the French victories of 1741, the king had nego-
tiated a humiliating convention of neutrality for his Hanov-
erian dominions which directly conflicted with British policy.
The convention was quickly repudiated, but at the cost of
promises of British help in the defence of Hanover.

Carteret’s policy had some success. The Austrian cam-
paigns of 1742 brought a dramatic deterioration in French
fortunes in Germany, while the Treaty of Breslau, guaran-
teed by Britain, was negotiated between Austria and Prussia.
At the zenith of the policy in 1743, the allied army, under
the personal command of George II, won its own victory
over the French at Dettingen, on the Main, while the Treaty
of Worms brought Maria Theresa a very useful new ally,
Sardinia. But not all was well. Carteret failed to detach the
new Emperor, Charles Albert of Bavaria, from the French,
who also reactivated the Family Compact with Bourbon
Spain. Other British ministers were far from happy with the
scale of British activities, not least because the expense was
difficult to defend in parliament. The opposition were able
to suggest that British interests — as distinct from those of
their allies — would be much better defended by strictly
limited continental commitments, or even by concentration
solely on war by sea.

The reversal of French successes in 1742 — which made
help to Austria seem much less necessary — gave the opposi-
tion the first issue on which to focus this debate. In the
summer of that year, the ministers had to agree to take
16,000 Hanoverian troops into British pay in order to avoid
a reduction of the Hanoverian war effort. This move gave
force to allegations in the press that British interests were
being subordinated to those of its foreign monarch'’ — a
charge which had been a standard ‘country’ accusation since
the 1690s. The issue also tapped deep springs of popular
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distaste for the Hanoverian monarchs and their Whig poli-
ticians, which George II’s frumpish court and personality, his
well-known obsession with routine and his volatile temper,
did nothing to allay. As Pulteney (by then Earl of Bath)
warned Newcastle in September, the ministers were giving
their opponents a potent new issue on which to focus public
disillusion.*®

Caught up in the power of this feeling, Pitt was given an
issue on which he emerged as a speaker of firstrank import-
ance. He took the lead in the Commons as the issue burst
into view at the opening of parliament in November 1742.
Then, according to Richard Grenville, ‘Pitt spoke like 10,000
angels’ against Britain’s payment of Hanoverian troops.*’ A
little later, the particular virulence he brought to the argu-
ment was shown when he argued that the hiring of troops
was but another instance of the way in which ‘this great, this
powerful, this formidable kingdom is considered only as a
province to a despicable electorate’. Such reckless personal
venom could only compound his offence to the king and
extend it to his heir — the Prince of Wales had already said
that ‘OPitt might as well have spit in his face as spoke as he
did’’

Pitt’s part in these foreign policy debates early in 1743
won him a new kind of notice. To one back-bencher (who
had been in the House since 1734), on this ‘infamous job
of the H[anove]r t[roo]ps’ Pitt stood out as ‘in the opinion
of several as well as me ... a greater man than any I have
ever sat with’, one who ‘if he preserves his integrity will be
transmitted to posterity in the most illustrious of charac-
ters’. To others, he was beginning to ‘speak like a man of
business’, and as one ‘who does not intend to be under any
one’.” Most significant was the opinion given to Henry
Pelham by Sir Robert Walpole (now Lord Orford), that Pitt
might be included on Pelham’s first Treasury Board. ‘Pitt is
thought able and formidable’, he wrote; ‘try him and show
him.’*?

The Hanoverian issue was vigorously taken up in the press
from December 1742, in close collusion with opposition poli-
ticians like Chesterfield, who took the lead in the Lords, and
the Earl of Marchmont (one of the Scottish peers dismissed
after the excise crisis). Cobham maintained his behind-scenes
role as ‘the secret life and spirit of the party’ in animus
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against Carteret. Carteret’s successes in 1743 encouraged
the accusation that the threat of France was being exagger-
ated in Hanoverian interests. The press campaign rose
to a climax in October and November.”® In October, Ches-
terfield concluded that, to exploit the strains becoming evid-
ent in the administration, ‘[a]ll we have to do ... is to
prepare for battle’ in parliament and ‘to blow the Hannover
flame to the height’.%

Once again Pitt spearheaded the attack in parliament,
probing these strains with a new sharpness of political pur-
pose. He claimed that Hanoverian influence had hampered
and distorted Britain’s war effort, putting the king in dan-
ger of losing the affections of his people. At the same time,
‘Lord Carteret was severely reflected upon, and styled . ..
an execrable, a sole minister, who had renounced the Brit-
ish nation’.”® At the battle of Dettingen, Pitt said, the king
had been ‘hemmed in by German officers, and one English
minister without an English heart’. Pitt’s strong language
was widely noted.” His attack went on throughout the session.
In January, Carteret was berated as ‘a Hanover troop minis-
ter’, while ‘the amiable part of the Administration’ was urged
to give up policies ‘which only tend to advance another’s
power in the closet’. Later still, Pitt charged Carteret with
establishing ‘a Prerogative Administration’.”” Although Pitt’s
extremism sometimes antagonized potential supporters, the
opposition attack achieved some high votes damaging to
the administration.”®

There was more to Pitt’s attack than rhetoric. Behind the
detailed criticisms of the campaigns, he was developing an
alternative policy that would recognize Britain’s interests in
Europe but not strain the country’s resources as the long
war of Anne’s reign had done: a limited commitment, to
the defence of some but not all of Maria Theresa’s territor-
ies and to an alliance against France only at the request of,
and in concert with, other powers. Much of this was well-
established argument; much was closely paralleled in discus-
sions in the press.” However, as Pitt developed his case, the
question of British troops in the army in Flanders divided
the opposition.”” In December 1742, when the opposition
reversed their support for the troops, Pitt had rejected the
charge of inconsistency on the grounds that what had been
a request for money and auxiliary troops had become an
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‘aggressive’ policy of committing British troops.”’ Now he
and Lyttelton, with Chesterfield and Marchmont, refused to
oppose the continuation of British troops in Flanders, while
others, including Cobham and the Grenvilles, reverted to
the traditional line of opposing any British commitment
except possibly by subsidies. The issue was bitterly argued
out in an opposition meeting at the Fountain Tavern on 10
January 1744. The next day, in the Commons, the divisions
became clear when Pitt and Lyttelton stuck to their agree-
ment to vote against continuing the British troops, but
did not speak. A week later, in attacking the vote for the
Hanoverians, Pitt carefully distinguished this question from
the wider issue of intervention on the continent. Other
opposition speakers did not.”” The bitter chronicler of these
differences, the poet and political intriguer Richard Glover,
attributed Pitt’s views to his hopes of office.”® Pitt himself
offered three not entirely consistent explanations: that ‘the
nation being involved in a war, the ministry ought not to be
disarmed’; that the ministry was not now supporting a ‘war
of acquisition’, but seeking peace; and that there was a need
‘to keep up sufficient strength on the continent to oppose
France’.”" Only the last argument was fully consonant with
his emerging policy of limited intervention.

Within weeks, another dramatic change in the fortunes of
war gave force to this last justification as Marshal Saxe led
a French army into the Netherlands. French preparations
for an invasion of Britain with possible Jacobite collusion
became obvious. In March, war between Britain and France
was formally declared. As these threats emerged, Pitt per-
sisted with his more moderate line. He firmly declared his
loyalty, warmly supported an increase of the army and navy,
and dissociated himself from Tory protests at various moves
against Jacobites.”” Nor did he always join other Cobhamites
in opposition moves.”® These new hints of moderation were
far from universally recognized; to many Pitt was still the
hot young firebrand — who appeared to support an enquiry
into the state of the navy ‘in the most indecent manner’.%’
Nevertheless, his sustained efforts in this session® reinforced
his claim to be recognized as a leading parliamentary speaker
with some independence of his aristocratic patrons.

Furthermore, these efforts made him a much more cred-
ible contender for office. More immediately, they apparently
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took their toll. Pitt spent most of the parliamentary recess
at Bath, crippled by the first major attack of the complex
‘gout’, possibly associated with depression, which was to
afflict him all his life.” Incapacitation struck at a crucial
time. Over the summer, the course of the war heightened divi-
sions in the ministry. The French invasion threat was foiled by
the weather, but Saxe’s advance in the Netherlands, although
stalled, was not reversed, while the situation worsened in
Germany and Italy. The previous year, as the ineffectiveness
of Carteret’s expensive schemes made them even less justi-
fiable to parliament, the Pelhams had made intermittent
overtures to opposition peers, especially Chesterfield and
Cobham, in which Pitt played an occasional subordinate
role in bringing the parties together.”” Now the Pelhams saw
their chance to break Carteret. In November, they demanded
his dismissal. In three weeks of negotiations the opposition
peers chose to support the Pelhams, not Carteret (who had
recently become Earl Granville). The king was forced to
submit. In place of a dozen or so of Granville’s and Bath’s
‘new Whigs’, enough of the opposition were brought in to
create the appearance, at least, of the ‘broad-bottom’ adminis-
tration they had long desired. The ‘new allies’ included a few
Tories, Lyttelton, and the second Grenville brother, George
— who had joined the Cubs in parliament with another
brother, James, in 1742, and whose steady conscientious-
ness was already making him more active than Richard.”

The Pelhams had forced the king to recognize the need
for ministers able and willing to defend policies in parlia-
ment. Yet the king won on one count. Pitt was the only
leading Whig excluded. During the negotiations, Pitt made
no difficulties. Indeed, unlike Cobham, who at first irascibly
resisted any deal with Walpole’s heirs, he had been one of
the majority in an opposition committee which voted not to
insist on policy stipulations.” But, with the king grudging
about any changes, there was no hope that he would accept
the most vitriolic of opposition speakers in the office Pitt
chose to press for, that of Secretary at War. This was not
only an important office of second rank, but also one which
required much attendance on the king on matters in which
he took a keen interest. Pitt had to go along with the opposi-
tion peers in their acceptance of the Pelhams’ assurances
that they would attempt to mollify the king in time.
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In fact, for the moment, Pitt acquiesced readily.73 There
can be no doubt that he wanted office — while his choice of
office suggests a high estimation of his bargaining power.”
His complaisance was perhaps the result of continuing ill-
ness. The ensuing parliamentary session was to see the first
of his many appearances ‘with the mien and apparatus of an
invalid’, leaning on his crutch,” and he spoke very little.
But that session also confirms a more probable reason for
acquiescence — that he continued to see his future with the
Pelhams rather than with the remnants of the old or with
Granville’s new opposition.

Certainly, in the new session, which was remarkably peace-
ful, Pitt amply demonstrated his potential usefulness as a
government spokesman. His two recorded speeches helped
to hold together the still fragile ‘broad-bottom’ alliance on
difficult issues of foreign policy. On 23 January, he ‘made a
very strong and much admired speech’ — indeed a striking
overview of recent policy — defending the proposal of an
increased number of troops for Flanders on the grounds
(once again) that the administration’s measures had sub-
stantially changed. No longer were they abetting Austria, he
said, in ‘romantic schemes’ of acquisition, but were directed
(in concert with the Dutch) to limited objectives and peace.
Lambasting Granville and praising Pelham in equal meas-
ure, he declared his belief that ‘a dawn of salvation to the
country had broken forth’.” On 18 February, despite his
former bitter hostility to the Hanoverian troops (who were
no longer to be employed by Britain), he defended as ‘a
meritorious and popular measure’ the ruse of granting
increased aid to Maria Theresa so that she could pay for at
least half of them. With ‘all the art and temper imaginable’,
he smoothed some prickly Old Corps feelings raised by his
speech.”” Both measures passed with negligible opposition.
And, unlike other members of the former opposition whether
now in office or not, Pitt in this session took no advantage
of several other opportunities to embarrass the administra-
tion. Particularly when, in March, he regularized his breach
with the Prince of Wales by at last resigning his household
post, Pitt’s commitment to the Pelhams seemed clear.

They responded with warm gratitude for his ‘fulminating
eloquence’.” But their appreciation was not likely to bring
Pitt to office while, all through 1745, the king remained
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manifestly hostile to them, continuing to favour a greater
commitment to the war in Europe than they recommended
and remaining open to the influence of Granville as informal
‘minister behind the curtain’.’” Meanwhile, the war situa-
tion deteriorated on all fronts, particularly in the Nether-
lands, relieved only temporarily by news in July of the fall
to a colonial force of Louisburg, the French fortress con-
trolling the mouth of the St Lawrence. That same month
brought the worst news of all: of the landing of Charles
Edward, the Young Pretender, James II's grandson, in Scot-
land. The long-held fear of a Jacobite rebellion rapidly
became a threatening reality as he advanced unchecked
through Scotland into England by November. The possib-
ility of a further French invasion attempt to support him
could not be discounted. The administration, badly served
by its Scottish managers, was caught unprepared. Their stand-
ing with the king plummeted further, while the Duke of
Cumberland, the king’s younger and much more able son,
who, at 23, had just assumed command of the allied army
in Flanders, was recalled with his troops to meet the threat.

In these dire circumstances, parliament, recalled in Octo-
ber, earlier than usual, was likely to be unpredictable. The
administration could rely on a certain degree of loyal re-
sponse; on the other hand, there would be awkward issues
for opponents to seize on.” Pitt, fully active again, had the
chance to demonstrate his value to the Pelhams more force-
fully. He sought judiciously to advertise his own loyalty and
concern for proper measures; at the same time he attempted
to embarrass the ministry and exploit its divisions with-
out completely alienating the Pelhams. Thus he opposed
as untimely an amendment to the address calling for the
‘patriot’ remedies of shorter parliaments and elections free
from influence, but on 23 October he moved for the recall
of the remaining British troops in Flanders to meet the
threat of rebellion. This motion was clearly opportunistic:
most of the troops were already under orders to return and
it was obviously unwise to advertise this possibility to the
French.”’ But the motion, seen by some as ‘very respectful’,**
appealed to the House and was defeated by only eight votes.
Five days later, Pitt attempted to exploit the shortcomings
of the administration’s Scottish officeholders, who were
supporters of Granville, by seconding a motion, of which
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Pelham was forewarned, for an enquiry into the causes of
the rebellion. This time, a comfortable majority saw the
motion as premature.” And Pitt also helped to agitate the
deeply divisive issue of the rank to be given to officers serv-
ing in the controversial private regiments to be raised by
noblemen. N

This pressure, applied with the obvious sympathy of the
Cobhamites in office, secured approaches from the Pelhams.
For the first time Pitt negotiated on his own behalf, initially
with Pelham on 25 October and then as part of a larger
group of Pelhamite and ‘new ally’ peers on 16 November.
He signalled a new independence by taking a tough stance,
laying down three popular ‘patriot’ conditions at the initial
meeting. The first two — ‘constitutional bills’, particularly a
place bill to exclude lowerranking army and navy officers
from parliament (a strange comment on Pitt’s own experi-
ence), and the removal of remaining Granville supporters —
were acceptable enough to the Pelhams but would, if pressed,
have only exacerbated their relations with the king. Negoti-
ations broke down chiefly on the third, the very fully debated
demand for a major redirection of war policy towards acting
only as ‘auxiliaries’ on the continent, with strictly limited
help to the Dutch, and concentrating ‘as principals’ on mari-
time conflict with the Bourbons.*

Pitt now stepped up his pressure in parliament. This new
stage in his views on the war — ‘his favourite notion of a
maritime war’, as Newcastle was soon calling it* — was
brought into the open on 21 November. Then, without
notice this time, he moved an address to the king to aug-
ment the navy. In a striking speech notable for its abuse of
Pelham, he claimed ‘[w]e are designed by [nature] for a
maritime power. Experience sufficiently confirms . .. when
we endeavour to exert our strength by sea we become the
dread of the world when by land the contempt of it.” He
dwelt on the advantages to trade to east and west that the
success of the last campaign by sea had brought, in contrast
to that by land, drawing attention particularly to the fall
of Louisburg.®® In normal circumstances, such a rousing
appeal to ‘the natural way of exerting our strength’ would
have won much support. Now, however, the thin House
readily accepted Pelham’s argument that, as Horace Walpole
put it, ‘[s]hips built a year hence’ were little use ‘to suppress
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an army of Highlanders, now marching through England’.*’
There were even larger majorities against Pitt when he
pressed for the recall of cavalry from Flanders, and again
when, following the announcement of the arrival in Eng-
land of Hessian troops, he attempted to exploit the usual
unpopularity of foreign mercenaries. With rebellion ramp-
ant in the north, not even the Tories would risk the taint of
disloyalty.

It was obvious to all now that Pitt was ‘ravenous for the
place of secretary at war’; he was within reach of securing
his ambitions in some form. But this unfathomable beha-
viour seemed deliberately to have flagged away his chances.
With a mere 40 or so votes in the House, he had, it seemed,
‘nothing left but his words, and his haughtiness, and his
Lytteltons and his Grenvilles’ against ‘the whole royal fam-
ily, all the Cabinet Council, and both Houses of Parliament
in a matter that concerned all Europe’; he seemed to have
made impossible the compromises necessary to gain office.
‘I cannot decypher Pitt’s behaviour’, exclaimed Chesterfield,
who wondered whether he intended ‘setting himself at the
head of a Party, however small, independent of us’.®

Pitt’s demonstration of independence had indeed been
carried too far. Pelham might not fully agree with the king
that Pitt’s defeats in the House made negotiation unneces-
sary,” but he made no further approaches. It was Pitt who
had to change tack. Early in the new year, as the Young Pre-
tender retreated to Scotland, a French invasion failed to
materialize, and the situation abroad improved, Pitt renewed
contact indirectly through the Duke of Bedford, a powerful
young peer of patriot inclinations who had joined the adminis-
tration in 1744 as First Lord of the Admiralty. Pitt expressed
only ‘an inclination to know our foreign scheme’, handed
over negotiations to Cobham and became co-operative again
in the Commons. Newcastle approached Cobham, who ac-
cepted the ‘foreign scheme’, and agreement was reached
on further places for Cobhamites. But once again the king
absolutely refused to consider Pitt as Secretary at War. Pitt
complaisantly withdrew his claims.”

Then, however, in mid-February, the issue of Pitt’s pre-
ferment as part of a deal to secure the Cobhamites was
swallowed up in the much larger problem of the king’s
intensifying hostility, as the crisis of 1745 passed, towards his
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ministers and their policy of seeking matching commitments
from the Dutch to the war in the Netherlands. Now, with
the worst of the crisis over, the Pelhams and their Old Corps
supporters enforced their protest at the king’s attitude with
quite unprecedented mass resignations. When an attempt
to form an alternative ministry around Bath and Granville
(Pulteney and Carteret of old) failed within days, the Pelhams
insisted, as one part of the extensive terms for their return,
that the king should ‘perfect the scheme’ for giving ‘hon-
ourable employment’ to Pitt.”” The employment he was
offered, however, was not as Secretary at War, but, first, the
sinecure office of Joint Vice-Treasurer for Ireland, and then,
when the chance arose in May, that of Paymaster General —
an office which required no attendance on the king.

ARRIVAL

The Pelhams’ stand ended the political uncertainty that had
followed Walpole’s resignation with victory for his heirs and
his ‘system’ for making parliamentary monarchy work. By
successfully insisting that the king should be seen to give his
confidence to the ministers who took responsibility for his
measures and could secure parliamentary support for them,
the stand elucidated an important corollary to that system.
The obverse was total defeat for Granville — the courtly fav-
ourite who had claimed ‘give any man the Crown on his
side and he can defy everything’®? — and apparent humilia-
tion for the king. The victory went to those with superior
judgement of political realities. However, while it confirmed
practical limits that had long existed on the king’s freedom
of action, within those limits it did not alter his political
influence — as Pitt’s career was to continue to demonstrate.

From 1743, Pitt had attached his prospects to the Pelham-
ite Whigs, in the process muting his ‘patriotism’ and aban-
doning contact with Tories. He benefited from their final
victory. He was not essential to it; but satisfying him could
make the administration’s task in parliament easier, and
Henry Pelham’s instincts were for inclusiveness, at least of
Whigs. So, Pelham held in May, Pitt ‘must be had, and
kept’, even at the risk of surprise to members of the now
resurgent Old Corps that ‘Mr Pitt should be thought on for
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ARRIVAL

so high and so lucrative an employment’ as that of Paymas-
ter.” Pitt thus became a politician in his own right. The
breach with Cobham, which had been incipient since 1744
as Pitt tested his independence, was soon open; Cobham’s
irascible inflexibility had become a liability; the other Cubs
were Pitt’s loyal allies.”

Pitt had demonstrated his usefulness chiefly by his role in
opposition. At first that role was largely shaped by his patrons;
perhaps even in the early 1740s he was still influenced by
Cobham’s inveterate hostility to Carteret and Hanoverian
troops. But, having discovered his abilities, his political ambi-
tion grew. The issues of war and political instability opened
opportunities. Pitt did not create the skilfully orchestrated
anti-Hanoverian outcry; he did not as yet appreciate the
potency of its out-of-doors aspect; but by 1743 it had enabled
him to emerge as the chief opposition spokesman in the
Commons. Now he was clearly playing for office.

However, in exploiting the possibilities of opposition, Pitt’s
political judgement was marred by an extremism which often
deterred likely allies” and was most obvious in his gratuitous
and costly offensiveness to the king. Without the divisions
at court, he could have continued to fulminate impotently
in opposition. He was further weakened by that reluctance
to build political alliances — with Chesterfield, for example,
or the young Duke of Bedford — which was becoming appar-
ent in these years. Bolingbroke found him ‘supercilious’,
Cobham thought him ‘narrow . . . and a little too dogmatical’,
Chesterfield perspicaciously commented that ‘he has neither
love nor hate in his disposition’.” And the final process -
of coming to office made apparent the limits that still con-
strained his independence: he had to give up his policy
stipulations, hand over his case to peers, and endure the
denial of his chosen office by the king. It was not easy to
break unconnected into the narrow circle of aristocrats who
controlled political power in mid-eighteenth-century Britain.

After youthful extravagances in support of the Prince of
Wales, Pitt had made foreign policy his chief concern, show-
ing only an intermittent interest in the domestic aspects
of opposition campaigns. The issues of these years gave
him a rapid education in the demands of Britain’s recently
acquired great-power status. He had shown himself, on a
number of occasions, capable of surveys of foreign affairs
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of some power and insight which insisted on the para-
mountcy of British interests, particularly in reducing the
‘exorbitant’ power of France. He seems, however, not yet
to have reached any consistent conclusions on how this
end could be achieved. He had shared the quite unrealistic
opposition expectations about war with Spain in the New
World, but his reiterated complaints against Walpole were far
more concerned with supposed mismanagement of Euro-
pean affairs. In the early 1740s he had certainly propounded
a limited defensive role for Britain in Europe in opposition
to Carteret’s grand schemes. No doubt his vigorous stands
won some reputation as a ‘patriot’ — in 1744, Sarah, dowager
Duchess of Marlborough, had bequeathed him £10,000
‘upon account of his merit in the noble defence he has
made of the laws of England, and to prevent the ruin of his
countlry’.97 But Pitt vacillated over how Britain’s role might
be exercised, whether by mere auxiliary aid or the com-
mitment of British troops; the call for greater concentration
on maritime war — a ‘blue-water’ policy — came only late in
1745 after the fall of Louisburg. He was as perplexed as
anyone, it seems, by the difficulties created for Britain —
especially for the ‘old system’ of alliance with Austria and
the Dutch which had served British interests since 1689 — by
the rise of Prussia, the consequent shift in Austrian priorities
to Germany and the decline of the United Provinces.

To some extent, these changes in emphasis could be
defended as well-considered responses to the changing for-
tunes of the continental war — initially wildly fluctuating and
then increasingly gloomy, as the Netherlands became the
focus of British concern. But at least equally obvious is their
adaptation to Pitt’s political need to demonstrate his value
as an ally. It is tempting to conclude that his aim was prim-
arily a share of power, not a redirection of it. Now he had
at last achieved this aim, at a similar age to Walpole and
Pelham when they were given second-rank office. What
prospects lay before him?

NOTES
1. The best account of the family’s background, derived largely
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Chapter 2

DORMANT VOLCANO? PITT
AND THE PELHAMS, 1746-57

PELHAMITE POLITICS

The securing of the Pelham administration in February 1746
brought with it a period of unusual ministerial and par-
liamentary stability. With the essential, albeit initially reluct-
ant, support of the king assured, Henry Pelham had at last
effectively reconstructed the bases of power which Walpole
had enjoyed, while reuniting with the Old Corps most of
the dissident Whigs. But the seeming calm was all too brief,
lasting only until Pelham’s premature death in March 1754.

Pitt’s career, too, entered a more settled phase. He was
now more firmly committed than ever to the Pelhams. The
cost — further muting of the patriot stances which had so
potently tapped public disillusionment with post-Walpolean
politics — was soon dramatically demonstrated. In mid-April,
to Newcastle’s ecstatic delight,' Pitt defended the year’s vote
to employ Hanoverian troops as warmly as he had previously
attacked them — and endured some not very damaging public
obloquy, with pointed barbs from some hostile observers.”
Yet Pitt and the other Cubs seemed more than content. Ches-
terfield might predict further difficulties from them but early
in March Henry Fox reported a very amicable ‘coalition din-
ner at Pelhams’.* Indeed, once Pitt became Paymaster General
in May, he had all that he could reasonably expect as a first
step. By then, the main lines of his role for the next eight
years were established. In office of second rank — and some-
times now seriously handicapped by his apparently chronic
ill health — he was to be at times a significant parliament-
ary spokesman for government foreign policy, often at the
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expense of his earlier stands. Complaisance, however, brought
no further advance.

Henry Pelham was a worthy successor to Sir Robert
Walpole, his gifts complementing those of his mentor. With
Walpole’s precedent of the management of power under
the Hanoverians behind him, he could afford to give full
rein to his instinct for conciliation. Even Granville came back
into office in 1751 to the non-executive position of Lord
President. With Pelham’s equable temperament went con-
siderable skills which ensured some constructive achieve-
ments, notably in financial management and reduction of the
burden of debt. These won wide acknowledgement among
MPs and, combined with a command of extensive patron-
age, melded the Old Corps into cohesive support for the
now established Whig ideal of service to the Crown. Given
the longevity of his brother, Newcastle, Pelham might well
have gone further in recognition and control of new forces
and issues in politics, both foreign and domestic, managing
more smoothly than turned out to be the case the transition
from the reign of George II to the era of George III and
North.*

Opposition was greatly muted. In face of the hostility of
the Old Corps and the king to the Tories — and despite the
great upsurge of loyalty during the Forty-Five’ which might
have prompted some reconciliation — the broad-bottom
experiment was not persisted with. So the Tories remained
in opposition. Their numbers in parliament were further
reduced in the 1747 election and they lacked consistent
leadership. Attempts at alliance with them by the Prince of
Wales from 1747 gave opposition greater purchase, espe-
cially as the king was in his late sixties. But the prince was
politically inept and was caught by surprise by the early
election of 1747, while Pelham’s careful control of poten-
tially divisive issues further weakened the opposition, even
before the prince’s sudden death in March 1751 robbed it
of its figurehead. After 1751, Horace Walpole could justly
remark that in ‘the memory of England there never was so
inanimate an age: it is more fashionable to go to church
than to either House of Parliament’.’

Thus most political tensions in the Pelham years arose
from personal strains within the administration, often over
the still crucial issues of foreign policy — issues which Pitt’s

48



PELHAMITE POLITICS

parliamentary activity had already identified as his major
interest. Newcastle, with more than two decades of experience
in the office behind him, was now the dominant Secretary
of State. His fussy anxieties, timorous, almost pathological
insecurity and constant need for reassurance — notorious
to contemporaries and, through his voluminous papers, to
generations of historians — disguised solid competence, con-
scientious hard work, good nature and skill in management
of men. His personality compounded differences with his
brother over policy by inventing a host of imagined slights.
Pelham, too, was sensitive to the constant complaints. How-
ever, fraternal affection and the soothing skills of Lord
Chancellor Hardwicke kept the tensions from coming to an
open breach. Hardwicke was the third major figure in the
administration, an able, eloquent lawyer of considerable repu-
tation whose cool, sensible political judgement, while not
profound, made him an essential ally of Newcastle through-
out their long political dominance. Newcastle’s quarrels with
fellow Secretaries he found insufficiently submissive created
further tensions. Chesterfield, the first to be eased out of
office, in 1748, might disavow further politicking, but his
successor, the much younger Duke of Bedford, a leading
Whig peer, went into open opposition with his ally, the Earl
of Sandwich, when forced out in 1751.

More serious frictions were created by the rising influ-
ence of the king’s able younger son, the Duke of Cumber-
land, made Captain-General of the army by his father while
still in his twenties and thus given an inevitable voice in
foreign policy even if he could win victories nowhere else
than at Culloden. This voice was generally not sympathetic
to Newcastle, while both Pelham and Newcastle were uneasy
about Cumberland’s possibly exorbitant ambition. The king
did more to exacerbate than to settle these tensions. Bed-
ford was drawn into Cumberland’s circle as his differences
with Newcastle grew, while in Henry Fox, after his reluct-
ant acceptance of the post of Secretary at War in 1746,
Cumberland had an increasingly loyal and effective polit-
ical lieutenant. Fox, an ex-Tory of already dubious personal
reputation for his sexual and gaming exploits, had entered
parliament at the same time as Pitt but, choosing to support
the administration, had become one of ‘Walpole’s whelps’, a
minor officeholder from 1737 and a firm and valued Pelhamite
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from 1742."7 The counterpoint of his career with that of
Pitt was soon to become increasingly obvious as both sought
to fish in the administration’s sometimes troubled waters.
The reinforced administration had to cope first with a
war situation which was increasingly gloomy, particularly in
the Netherlands, so vital to British interests, where French
success continued unabated. Peace negotiations, begun in
August 1746, were prolonged in hope of better things, but
by 1748 the fall of the United Provinces to the French seemed
likely. Naval victories for Britain off the Spanish and French
coasts in May and October 1747 pre-empted another inva-
sion threat and gave Britain control of the Atlantic and the
Channel - but too late to allow the highly popular capture
of Louisburg to be capitalized on by the Canada expedition
projected in 1746. So, in October 1748 the Peace of Aix-
la-Chapelle was at last concluded largely on the basis of a
return to the status quo ante bellum. Louisburg was exchanged,
in part for Madras, which had fallen to the French East
India Company in 1746, but even more for the French evacu-
ation of the Netherlands — but Pelham’s adroit early general
election helped to defuse dissatisfaction. Not until 1750, in
the Treaty of Madrid, were the Anglo-Spanish commercial
disputes out of which war had begun in 1739 settled.
France’s challenge to the post-Utrecht balance of power
had been checked, but no fundamental issues had been
resolved. In Europe, the Peace recognized the acquisition
of Silesia by France’s ally, Prussia, and gains by Bourbon
Spain in Italy. Frictions in Franco-Spanish relations were
small compensation for the manifest weakness of Britain’s
‘old system’ of alliance with Austria and the Dutch. Beyond
Europe, Anglo-Spanish disputes slipped into the background,
but unresolved conflicts with France were intensifying all
round the world. The clash of Companies in India, where
French successes reached their height in 1750, might not
yet excite much interest from government or public. Dis-
putes over ‘neutral’ West Indian islands and border con-
flicts in North America were a different matter. The capture
of Louisburg, particularly, had heightened awareness of the
importance of the rapidly growing North American colonies
to Atlantic trade, the most dynamic sector of British com-
merce. Yet, unchecked by either the governmentsponsored
military settlement at Halifax in Nova Scotia in 1749 or the
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negotiations of impotent commissioners appointed accord-
ing to the peace terms, the French advanced their scheme
to link the Great Lakes and Louisiana by a series of forts
along the waterways, beginning on the Ohio and threaten-
ing to hem in the thirteen British colonies.

While Henry Pelham responded to the Peace with per-
haps unwisely drastic financial retrenchment to reduce the
burden of debt, foreign policy was effectively if not entirely
in the hands of Newcastle, who in 1751 at last found a
sufficiently pliable fellow Secretary in the Earl of Holderness.
Newcastle recognized the significance of the conflicts be-
yond Europe;® but he also recognized that they could not
be tackled unless France’s power to threaten British interests
in Europe was controlled, and he was naturally influenced
by the king’s continuing concern for Hanover and suffi-
ciently a continentalist to become preoccupied with settling
the French threat there.” Seeking to revivify the ‘old sys-
tem’, he was drawn increasingly into a grandiose scheme to
secure the election of Maria Theresa’s son, Joseph, as King
of the Romans and thus virtually guaranteed successor to
his father, elected Emperor in 1745. While soundly con-
ceived as an effort to bring peace to a crucial area, the
scheme proved immensely complicated in execution and
eventually ended in failure, even to the extent of alienating
Austria and leaving Hanover open to Prussian attack.'” Mean-
while, Pelham (with others) became alarmed at the consider-
able costs and the suspicions of subordination to Hanoverian
interests which the scheme aroused.

PITT: PAYMASTER AND PARLIAMENTARIAN, 1746-54

Office as Paymaster gave Pitt some insight into eighteenth-
century administration. His duties involved issuing the sums
voted to pay regimental soldiers, the Chelsea military pen-
sioners and army contractors, and remitting to their Lon-
don agents the subsidies voted to foreign rulers. Pitt might
well have left these duties largely to his deputy, as did some
of his predecessors. Instead, he gave them energetic if hardly
innovative attention — though whether more so than one of
the calibre of Henry Pelham, Paymaster from 1730 to 1743,
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it is impossible to say."' In the longer run, Pitt showed some
concern for the proper use of public money — and some
humanity — by his successful bill of 1754, providing for
payments in advance rather than arrears to the Chelsea
pensioners which relieved them from the grip of money-
lenders.”” In the shorter term, he refused to accept the
customary perquisites of office: the investment for personal
benefit of the huge balances paid over by the Treasury well
before they had to be expended, and the one-quarter per
cent of foreign subsidies which usually went to the Paymas-
ter. Pelham, too, had refused these perquisites. But others,
notably Henry Fox, deliberately sought the office for the
personal fortune that could be made from it. From Pitt’s cor-
respondence with deputies abroad, especially with Thomas
Orby Hunter in 1747, he was kept informed about the mil-
itary situation. He seems quickly to have won the respect of
his subordinates and with one, Peregrine Furze, established
a relationship of some warmth, even to the extent of Furze’s
reporting on the welfare of Pitt’s wife, ‘Lady Esther’, in
1755.1%

Pitt had been given office not for administrative ability
but for his far more publicly visible parliamentary skills. Yet
the administration had no lack of capable parliament-men.
Pelham himself was a weighty and incisive debater and,
among members of Pitt’s generation, Henry Fox was a ser-
ious rival if only William Murray, the Solicitor-General, could
match Pitt in compelling oratory while outweighing him in
argument'* — and Murray, like Fox, had been in office much
longer. Moreover, the Pelhamite quietude made parliament-
ary sessions much less threatening, especially after the gad-
flies of the prince’s opposition were silenced in 1751. These
circumstances suggest that perhaps Pitt’s silence was more
important to the administration than any political speeches.
Certainly, relatively few such speeches are recorded. Fur-
thermore, Pitt’s impetuosity could be a liability to govern-
ment as well as to himself. This impetuosity was still very
evident on a number of election petitions in 1747-8, when,
in the case of his own constituency of Seaford, he earned a
well-deserved public rebuke for treating a petition ‘with great
contempt’ and turning it into ‘a mere jest’."”

However, Pitt’s ostensible wish, somewhat later, to be

released from the ‘oar of parliamentary drudgery’,' together
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with hints of regular attendance, confirm the supposition
that he contributed more to routine parliamentary business
than the sparse records of political occasions allow. More-
over, he could also justly claim to have given his ‘most zealous
endeavours in parliament, on the points that laboured the
most’, questions of military discipline and foreign affairs."”
He took an immediate part against the new opposition and
particularly helped to counter attacks on the annual mutiny
bills which became a feature of the Earl of Egmont’s leader-
ship of the Prince of Wales’s party.'® As a second-rank office-
holder Pitt was not of the inner circle of policy makers, but,
on his major interest, foreign affairs, he signalled his acqui-
escence in the administration’s policies by both speeches
and silence, despite their variance from his earlier views. On
occasion, most notably in the only session in which he was
particularly active, that of 1751, ‘Pitt the Thunderer’"’ could
be so useful as to rank as a major government speaker.

Pitt’s deviations from his earlier views in service to the
administration were immediately evident, of course, in his
support for Hanoverian troops in April 1746. This he de-
fended on political grounds: he ‘was now with a set of men
with whom he should ever think it an honour to act, and
that he should not act with them falsely, hollowly, or coldly’,
he declared; at the same time he was contemptuous of
the opposition, ‘putting them on the foot of children and
idiots’.? But in February 1750, when taxed with his formerly
more aggressive attitude after he had defended the Peace
as a remarkable achievement ‘when our condition and the
situation of our allies was so bad’, he frankly admitted his
changed views. He acknowledged ‘that upon some former
occasions I have been hurried by the heat of youth, and the
warmth of debate, into expressions which, upon cool reflec-
tion, I have deeply regretted’.”!

Pitt adopted a similar justification the next year, when he
took the lead in successfully defending the Treaty of Madrid
with Spain against vigorous attack in the address-in-reply
debate. In face of the treaty’s abandonment of virtually all
that the opposition to Walpole had demanded of war with
Spain, Pitt ‘frankly acknowledged’ the ‘errors’ of his earlier
opinions. ‘I was then very young and sanguine’, he said. ‘I
am now ten years older, and have had time to consider
things more coolly.” He added some substantial if specious
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argument that ‘by the conditions of the treaty, British
commerce had acquired greater advantages than had been
enjoyed for many years’. The address was approved by 203
votes to 74.%

The most fully attested and striking aspect of Pitt’s views
on foreign policy in the Pelham years, however, is his whole-
hearted support for Newcastle’s European negotiations. In
a lengthy correspondence over the summer of 1750, Pitt com-
plimented Newcastle on having ‘advanced the great work of
the election of a King of the Romans far beyond my most
sanguine expectations’, although expressing ‘the highest satis-
faction’ that ‘new subsidiary engagements’ were confined
to Bavaria only.” More to the point for the administration,
in debates in the House in January and February 1751, Pitt
publicly ‘made a great panegyric on the Duke of Newcastle’s
German negotiations’, giving them substantial and cogent
justification. He

applauded the care of his Majesty for the preservation of tran-
quillity; expatiated on the danger, which must arise from a new
vacancy in the imperial throne; and argued that the Bavarian
treaty was justifiable, on every principle of sound policy, as a
proceeding subservient to that end, and to the important pur-
pose of detaching Bavaria from the French interest.

Intervention in European affairs by subsidy arrangements,
even in peacetime, was justifiable, he argued, on grounds
of preservation of the balance of power against France’s
attempts at subversion, and the importance of uniting in
the preservation of peace with ‘our most proper, our most
natural allies’, ‘the Dutch, and the empire of Germamy’.24
By the next year, 1752, the complex electoral negotiations
were running into difficulties. When a further subsidy treaty
with Saxony came before the House in January, Pitt was
privately more cautious about ‘foreign expenses, and ...
entanglements abroad’. But by then he was ill and reser-
vations were expressed publicly only by Richard Grenville,
now Lord Cobham, seen by hostile observers as his ‘absolute
creature’.” Friendly exchanges with Newcastle over European
policy still went on for some time, and in September 1753
Pitt was happy enough with a projected subsidy treaty with
Russia if savings could be made elsewhere.”
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Moreover, Pitt did not continue the emphasis on mari-
time and colonial war he had adopted in late 1745. When
in April 1746 he ‘pressed the case for a strong navy’, he was
simply supporting the promise in the King’s Speech of par-
ticular attention to naval war.”” There is no evidence that
he played any part in the plan to follow up the capture of
Louisburg by an expedition into French Canada or that
he supported its retention in the peace negotiations. New-
castle, rather than Pitt, supported the Canada expedition as
one way to strengthen Britain’s position while maintaining
public support for the war.*® Newcastle, too, was firm on
North American questions through the negotiations of 1746—
48. Pitt showed no interest in continuing public discussion
of these issues, and it was left to Dr George Lee, for the
opposition, to claim in the debate on the address in Nov-
ember 1748 that by proper use of British sea power all the
French colonies in America and the West Indies could
have been conquered.” Pitt seems to have been consistently
on the side of those who saw an early peace rather than
attempts to strengthen Britain’s position as the only way out
of the gloomy foreign situation.* And, although in 1751 he
was to praise Pelham’s financial reforms as grounds for hope
‘that England would make as great a figure, in a few years,
as it had done in any age’,” there is nothing to suggest that
he saw any more need than did others in the administration
to do more than hold the peace.

Nor was Pitt particularly assertive over the situation in
North America in the early 1750s. In correspondence with
Newcastle in the summer of 1750, he demanded firm pro-
tests over an incident there in which French officials stirred
up French settlers in British Nova Scotia. But, when Newcas-
tle’s replies showed that he had ‘not neglected the immedi-
ate interests of Great Britain’ in this case, Pitt was apparently
placated, and did not take up Egmont’s comments on French
encroachments in North America at the beginning of the
next session of parliament.” Nor did he soon return to the
escalating North America issues. Rather, in August 1753,
he was concerned about ‘clouds’ over ‘the calm of Europe’,
and in September he indicated ‘Dunkirk and the West Indies’
as ‘our points with France’ to be adhered to.”

Nor was there much consistency in Pitt’s attitudes to
Prussia, still France’s ally. By this time, he was arguing the
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need for the support of a Russian army to help restrain
Prussia. Earlier, in the last stages of the war and peace nego-
tiations, he, like others in the ministry, had been strongly in
favour of agreement with Prussia in order, as Pitt put it in
December 1747, ‘to see Europe pacified, and France con-
tained within some bounds’. But neither when Henry Legge
was sent to Berlin in 1748 nor later did Pitt continue to
press this possible but by no means obviously easy alterna-
tive to the ‘old system’.*

There were powerful political considerations behind Pitt’s
warm support for Newcastle’s foreign policy. From the 1747
election, he was indebted to Newcastle for his seat in parlia-
ment for Seaford — Thomas Pitt, electoral agent of the Prince
of Wales, had other uses for Old Sarum — and the relation-
ship was warm enough by 1750 for Newcastle to invite Pitt
to open a private correspondence with him when he went
to Hanover with the king and to give Pitt ‘full power’ to act
for him in his increasingly difficult relations with Pelham.
This invitation led to an extensive correspondence over
the next few months.” Pitt naturally hoped to exploit this
opportunity both to improve his relations with the king and
to raise his profile in the administration.”

However, Pitt also readily granted that experience had
changed his mind over major issues, pointing out that
others, too, had changed theirs.”” He developed substantial
arguments to support his new views, which make it difficult
to dismiss them as pure sycophancy. The conclusion seems
clear: Pitt’s continuing education in and increasing grasp of
the complexities of foreign policy had made him something
of a continentalist by conviction. He had, of course, never
been as committed as Cobham or other Cobhamites to dis-
engagement from Europe, and it is significant that by 1750
he had broken his reportedly close relations with Bedford,
just at the time when Bedford was moving to oppose the
granting of subsidies in peacetime.” Certainly, a thread of
concern about expense runs through Pitt’s correspondence
with Newcastle; he was perhaps developing some scepticism
about grand schemes, and he kept his conviction that Brit-
ish interests should be paramount. But, equally certainly, he
also argued that involvement in the affairs of the ‘empire of
Germany’ could serve Britain well.
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Even before the sterling parliamentary service of ‘Pitt the
Thunderer’ on foreign policy in 1751, Pelham had recog-
nized him as ‘the most able and useful man we have amongst
us; truly honourable and strictly honest. He is as firm a
friend to us, as we can wish for, and a more useful one
there does not exist.”” However, recognition of service did
not bring Pitt the advancement he might reasonably have
expected. In 1748, it was too early to hope to replace Ches-
terfield as Secretary of State," but by 1750-51 Pitt’s obvious
ambition to take Bedford’s place was more reasonable."
Instead, Pelham, in the same breath as acknowledging Pitt’s
usefulness, objected again to a Secretary of State in the Com-
mons as he had in 1748," and, when Bedford finally went in
June, Pitt was again passed over for the much younger Holder-
ness. Holderness, like Bedford — also younger than Pitt but
the holder already of two first-rank offices — had the advan-
tage of being a peer.

By 1750-51 Pitt was renewing contacts with the Prince of
Wales — until they were cut short by the prince’s death on
20 March. Just what lay behind these negotiations, which
Pitt conducted together with the other ‘Cobhamites’ and
probably in collusion with Newcastle, who was also courting
the prince,” is far from clear. It was wise to be in touch with
the heir to the throne. Horace Walpole, linking these nego-
tiations with Pitt’s unexpected opposition to the decreased
number of seamen, suggested that Pitt intended to go fur-
ther, to the extent of breach with the Pelhams, and take
advantage of the gathering momentum of the prince’s
opposition to push once again for advancement ‘by storm’ in
the Commons." This seems unlikely. Pitt had recently urged
Newecastle to ‘cordial intercourse’ with his brother, in order
to preserve ‘that union which alone can inform and main-
tain a solid system for carrying on our business’.” At this very
time, he was zealously defending the administration’s foreign
policy and he was soon carefully mending his bridges with
Pelham. For their part, Newcastle sought to soothe the ruffled
feelings of the Old Corps over Pitt’s behaviour, while the
next year Pelham proposed an increase to 10,000 seamen,
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reportedly so that ‘the Pitts and the Lytteltons’ would be
‘cajoled’.®®

More probably, Pitt was driven both to Leicester House
and to much greater parliamentary activity during this ses-
sion by widely shared concern over the growing power of
the Duke of Cumberland and his influence with the king"’
— which gave Pitt good reason to stay with the Pelhams.
Certainly, ‘the long-smothered rivalship’* between Pitt and
Cumberland’s lieutenant, Fox, now became obvious, not only
over the seamen, but also over an unsuccessful bill to facil-
itate the naturalization of foreign Protestants, which Pitt sup-
ported and Fox initially opposed, and most remarkably over
moves to call the MP and former Governor of Minorca,
General Anstruther, to account by parliamentary enquiry for
allegedly vindictive harshness in the conduct of courts mar-
tial. There was some force in Pitt’s argument for improve-
ments in courts martial, and he was often to assert in diverse
circumstances the right of parliamentary enquiry (in this
case saying to Pelham after the debate that ‘he would never
consent to lop the bough on which he stood’). However,
he pushed his argument with grave indiscretion, not only in
heated exchanges with Fox, but also against Pelham’s wishes
and, most importantly, with great offence to the king, who
regarded army affairs as matters of prerogative.” This offence
was grossly compounded in debates on the Regency Act,
made necessary with a minor, Frederick’s son, George, now
heir to the throne. Pitt, again in competition with Fox, not
only extravagantly bewailed ‘the loss of the most patriot prince
that ever lived’, he also played offensively on growing pre-
judice against Cumberland by referring to ‘dangers’ from
‘the great person who might have become sole regent’ and
gibing at ‘any ambitious person’ who might, in the future,
‘think less of protecting the Crown, than of wearing it!” Well
might Fox exclaim on one occasion, ‘He is a better speaker
than I am, but thank God! I have more judgment’.*

In this session, Pitt was undoubtedly flexing his muscles,
perhaps against Pelham, certainly against Fox and Cumber-
land. However, over the next three years and more, Pitt’s pol-
itical activity was seriously constrained by his first prolonged
bout of illness.”* He remained close, even more obsequious,
to Newcastle, it seems, although their correspondence was
reduced to a trickle.”” When he returned briefly to parliament
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in November 1753, he supported Pelham’s decision to repeal
the Act to facilitate Jewish naturalization, passed in May, over
which an indignant popular outcry had been fanned by the
Bedford group — the one issue that broke the quiet of these
three years.” Pitt, like Pelham, supported the repeal on prag-
matic grounds. Yet, as on the 1751 bill on the naturalization
of foreign Protestants, he revealed his tolerant Whig religious
principles by defending the Act for modifying ‘our persecut-
ing unChristian laws relating to religion’ and regretting that
the ‘old High Church persecuting spirit’ had taken hold of
the people.”

Virtual silence in the House over these three obscure
years had diminished Pitt’s chief political strength, his now
mature oratory. Although praised less for substance than
for ‘ornamental eloquence’, ‘[b]itter satire’ and ‘ridicule’,
by 1751 he was widely recognized as ‘beyond comparison’
(except with the Solicitor-General, William Murray) the best
speaker in the Commons, enjoying an easy supremacy over
all who might challenge him.*® But oratory alone had not
helped Pitt overcome his greatest political handicap, the
hostility of the king, which Newcastle and Pelham had
manifestly failed to ameliorate. Rather, the king gloated over
Pitt’s ‘indiscretions’.

Moreover, Pitt continued to provoke the resentment of
the Old Corps.”® He might have cast his lot with them, but
he was never seen to belong wholeheartedly with them. To
the generally reliable support from the Grenville-Lyttelton
‘faction of cousins’ Pitt had added a valuable new ally,
Thomas Potter, the able, lively, but dissolute son of the last
Archbishop of Canterbury, a very good speaker. Pitt had
also developed some contacts with another younger polit-
ician, well experienced in office and entrenched in the Old
Corps, Henry Bilson Legge.”” But such a tiny connection, even
when coupled with oratory and sterling parliamentary ser-
vice, scarcely offset Pitt’s handicaps, especially when matched
against the legal and parliamentary service of William Murray
and the experience, debating weight and princely and aris-
tocratic connections of Fox.

And matched they were very soon to be. On 6 March
1754, the political world was thrown into turmoil by the
quite unexpected death of Henry Pelham. In fact, once
Newcastle decided to take the Treasury, an administration
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satisfactory to the king was easily reconstructed. Sir Thomas
Robinson, a holder of household office with diplomatic
experience, joined Holderness as Secretary of State, and
Legge took Pelham’s other office of Chancellor of the
Exchequer. The administration, to which Newcastle brought
long experience, conscientiousness and some judgement,
the firm loyalty of the Old Corps and good relations with
the king, promised competence - especially when soon
strengthened by a decisive general election victory, in which
Pitt was once again beholden to Newcastle’s patronage, this
time in Aldborough. Whether the ministerial stability Walpole
and Pelham had constructed could be maintained or not
would depend on the containment of divisive issues and on
Newcastle’s ability to manage a House of Commons which
had grown used, over more than 30 years, to the presence
in it of the leading minister. Newcastle’s pathological lack
of self-confidence was likely to inhibit a working relation-
ship with the able spokesman he needed in the Commons;
even Pelham, after all, had been wary of a Secretary of State
in the Commons as a possible rival. And indeed, so limited
was the initial offer Newcastle made to the most obvious
candidate, Fox, that it was refused, and the ‘lead’ fell in-
stead to Robinson, a parliamentary lightweight.

Pitt still found advancement elusive.” Like Fox, he was of
a similar age to Walpole when he seized the great opening
of his career; unlike Fox, Pitt’s fitness for office was thrown in
doubt by his seemingly chronic ill health.”” He was entirely
passed over in the initial reconstruction, though George Gren-
ville and George Lyttelton got some crumbs of advancement.

Now, however, Pitt was newly determined to press his
case.” Serving under someone of Pelham’s stature was one
thing — and Pitt was genuinely upset at Pelham’s death and
concerned about its public consequences.”’ Being passed
over for Fox and Robinson was quite another. Pitt began
with uncharacteristic caution, born perhaps of awareness of
his weakness. He sought to exploit Newcastle’s ‘own fears and
resentments’ against Cumberland and Fox by negotiation
within the administration. However, despite hints of retire-
ment, his expectations were clear. He wanted ‘marks of Royal
favour, one of the connection’ — more specifically, himself
either as Chancellor of the Exchequer or Secretary of State
- ‘put into the Cabinet, and called to a real participation of
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councils and business’.” No longer would he defend pol-
icies he had no share in making. And, in his seemingly
respectful letters to Newcastle and Hardwicke, there was a
growing resentment at the humiliation of the king’s ‘neg-
ative personal to me’ while others were promoted, and an
unwillingness to wait any longer in the ‘general hope’ that
it might eventually be removed.” Well aware of his group’s
parliamentary service to the administration, he ominously
reminded Newcastle that ‘the inside of the House must be
considered in other respects besides merely numbers, or
the reins of government will soon slip or be wrested out of
any minister’s hands’. And there were halfformed hints of
alternative strategies for his own advancement — remarks
that, if ‘royal favour’ did not give it, ‘consideration’ in the
House could also come from ‘weight in the country, some-
times arising from opposition to public measures’ and reit-
erated professions of ‘attachment™ not only to the ‘King’s
government’ but also to ‘the future plan under the Princess
(mother of the Prince of Wales).*”*

The test of Newcastle’s arrangements came when the new
parliament assembled in November 1754. Soon Pitt was show-
ing his old brilliant form. In uneasy partnership with Fox
born of shared dissatisfaction,” he took advantage of debates
on election petitions and the army vote to show up Robin-
son’s inadequacies, embarrass Murray over his Jacobite
past, and (forgetting his own levity of 1747-48) to thunder
rebukes to the House for levity on ‘the topics of bribery
and corruption’. He even gibed at Newcastle (his own elec-
toral patron) for seeking to reduce the House merely to
registering ‘the arbitrary edicts of one too powerful a subject.”
Newcastle had recently told the Sardinian envoy in London
that only Pitt could manage the government’s affairs. Yet
Fox rather than Pitt was bought off in December with the
offer of a cabinet place, while Pitt was threatened with dis-
missal.”” Pitt went on alone to incipient ‘patriot’ stands later
in the session, with ‘spirited declamations for liberty” which
attracted some attention but were no real embarrassment to
the administration.*®

Still preoccupied with ‘his Majesty’s irremovable displeas-
ure’, Pitt had intended to apply pressure, not to precipitate
a breach with either Newcastle or Fox. However, by late
April, Fox and his patron, Cumberland, had been appointed
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to the Council of Regency to preside over government while
the king was in Hanover, while Pitt’s ‘state with the King’
had not been brought ‘to an explicit point’ in further over-
tures from Newcastle. Encouraged by tentative contacts with
Leicester House — where the young Prince of Wales’s mother
and the Scots Earl of Bute (recently returned to favour there)
were alarmed at Cumberland’s growing influence — Pitt was
provoked to a decisive if ill-considered breach with Fox. By
now his impatience with Newcastle was also reaching break-
ing point.*”

MARRIAGE, 1754

At this crucial point in his career — at the beginning of
perhaps the most important three years of his life — Pitt’s
confidence had been reinforced by a dramatic change in
his personal life. In September 1754, while on his usual
summer sojourns with his friends, he had fallen in love with
Lady Hester, the young sister of the Grenvilles, whom he
had known since girlhood; in October, they were engaged;
the wedding took place on 16 November, ‘the day on which
I shall date all the real honour and happiness of poor life’.”’
It was an unusual match, he at 46 twelve years her senior,
both of them old by the standards of any time. However,
their correspondence over many years amply testifies to their
intense mutual devotion and delight in the happy family life
brought by the five children born over the next six years.
Pitt had good reason to be grateful to Hester for joining
‘part of her best days to a very shattered part of mine’.”" The
marriage, greeted ecstatically by all the brothers, initially
strengthened his ties with them, bringing generous financial
support from Richard, now Earl Temple, when Pitt lost office
a year later.” It must also have contributed to the surge of
energy that was to drive Pitt over the next seven years of
high achievement. And indeed, without Hester’s unstinting
devotion and skills of family management, Pitt’s chronic ill
health, financial irresponsibility and personal arrogance might
well have wrecked, rather than merely hampered, his later
career. However, whether that career was in fact enhanced
by unquestioning, cosseting adulation which widened the
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already developing gulf between the public and the private
man is another question.”

THE CHANCES OF WAR, 1755-56

As yet, Pitt had not sought to embarrass Newcastle over any
major issue of policy. However, the situation abroad was
deteriorating in ways which provided potentially divisive
issues. In America, disputes with France were coming to a
crisis. In 1754, the defeat of a Virginian force sent to check
the French on the Ohio led to the dispatch of British troops
under General Braddock in December. It was this need for
military measures that brought Cumberland into the cab-
inet, and eventually the regency, which in May 1755 took a
further step towards war when it dispatched a squadron
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