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Robert Peel becomes Home Secretary
17th January is a significant date in the life of Sir Robert Peel, 2nd baronet, as on that date in 1822, that is over 200 years ago, he became Home Secretary for the first time.
Peel had already held the office of Chief Secretary to Ireland for 6 years from 1812 to 1818, having been recommended for that post by the Duke of Wellington, himself Irish. Peel was still only 24 years of age when he took that office, effectively becoming prime minister of all Ireland which was still under rule from Westminster and a country where Catholics, that is most of the population, were barred from becoming MPs at Westminster or taking up senior posts. Peel himself was quite happy with that situation and earned himself the nickname ‘Orange Peel’ for his pro-Protestant stance. You may note also that his hair colour had a slight red tinge, which didn’t help.
Having served 6 years in Ireland, he took a break during which he married the beautiful Julia in 1820 and with a sizeable fortune seemed happy in family life. But he was still an MP and had proved his abilities as an outstanding statesman. The Prime Minister, Lord Liverpool, wanted him in cabinet badly, so twice offered him the position of President of the Board of Control (mainly concerned with controlling the East India Company). Peel turned him down twice. He was aiming higher than that.
Another opportunity presented itself when Lord Liverpool decided upon a reshuffle of his cabinet. The elderly Lord Sidmouth was willing to step down as Home Secretary and Liverpool had the ideal replacement in mind- Robert Peel. There was opposition from George Canning, who wanted that job for himself, but Canning was very unpopular with the new King George 4th because of the support he had given to ‘Queen’ Caroline at the time of her big falling out with King George (that is another story), so the position was offered to Peel (remember he was not yet ‘Sir’ Robert, a title he inherited only upon the death of his father in 1830).
A messenger was sent to Lulworth, where Peel was on holiday with his family in a rented house, returning to Lord Liverpool the same day with Peel’s acceptance. This position was much more to his liking! He received his Seals of Office from the King and became Home Secretary on 17th January 1822.
This was the first of two spells as Home Secretary, for in 1827 Lord Liverpool suffered a stroke. George Canning, as leader of the Conservative Party, succeeded him as Prime Minister but Peel, with others, decided they could not work with Canning and resigned from office. But Canning himself died in August that year and eventually the King invited the Duke of Wellington, victor over Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo, to form a government early in 1828. He did so, immediately asking Peel to resume as Home Secretary and also Leader of the House of Commons. Peel was delighted to do so and remained in that office until November 1830, by which time Ireland and its people had again played a huge part in shaping Peel’s political career.
We will begin to look at some of Peel’s achievements as Home Secretary in the next chapter. Let’s just say at this stage that they were outstanding.
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