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Peel makes Prime Minister again, but a sad ending.
Queen Victoria began her long reign in 1837. At this time the Whigs were still in government under Lord Melbourne, while Sir Robert Peel and the Tories were in opposition. The Queen treated Melbourne as a father figure, relying heavily on him for advice until she married Prince Albert, but did not care for Sir Robert or the Tories one bit.
However, by 1841 the Whig government was in deep trouble with the nation’s finances, and was heavily defeated in a vote over import duties on sugar.  Peel seized the opportunity to call for a vote of no confidence. He knew it would be close, as even those Whigs who had voted against the government would rally to support them this time, rather than face another election. But the motion of no confidence prevailed, by just one vote, 312 against 311, even though the Whigs had carried one of their MPs through the lobby to vote, reportedly so ill he was unconscious! The government was finished.
A new election was held and this time Peel’s Tories won, with a comfortable majority of about 76 seats. He would be Prime Minister again! Peel himself had been very busy campaigning locally and reported to his colleagues, “Having carried Tamworth, I am now doing what I can in North Warwickshire for Dugdale, in South Staffordshire for Ingestre and Dyotte and in North Staffordshire for W.Baring.” Such campaigning was a novelty to the voters, few of whom even knew what Peel looked like- he never had his photograph taken.
By now Queen Victoria was married to Prince Albert, was being sensibly advised by him, and became less hostile towards Peel although for some time she still wanted Melbourne back. But over time Prince Albert and Peel became good friends, confidants even, and the Queen herself completely changed her mind about how beneficial it was for the country to have a government led by Peel.
Having formed his cabinet and set to work, Peel realised that their priority must be to deal with the financial deficit, closely followed by relieving poverty amongst the working-class people. He was not in favour of raising import duties, especially on food, as that penalised the consumers, the working-class people who were already struggling. His solution was to introduce income tax, at the rate of 7 pence in the pound, as a temporary measure (remember there were 240 old pennies to the pound). That way, everyone would pay a fair share. It worked, and soon the deficit was overturned but, as we all know, income tax stayed with us and no-one has yet found a better system.
But trouble was brewing again, especially in Ireland. The wet summer of 1845 encouraged potato blight. In Ireland that would be a complete disaster as it was their staple diet. A scientist sent to check reported that half the crop was ruined, and Peel knew from his time there that starvation and unrest would quickly follow. He arranged for the purchase of maize from America, but that was only a drop in the ocean. He realised that the main problem was import duties on food, especially grain, contained in the Corn Laws and framed to keep the price of home-produced crops artificially high so that farmers would make a decent profit and thus be able to pay higher rents to their landlords, many of whom sat in Parliament and many of whom already disliked Peel because of the Catholic Emancipation Act he had pushed through. 
Those Corn Laws already had fierce opposition from a group called the anti-Corn Law League, led by Richard Cobden, MP for Stockport, and John Bright, a Quaker and MP for Durham. Their group of MPs wanted the Corn Laws to be revoked. After due consideration Peel himself came to the same conclusion, those Corn Laws stood to protect the income and interests of a minority, the already-wealthy landed gentry, at the expense of the majority who all needed to buy food. He knew any move to repeal the Corn Laws would be fiercely resisted by members of his own party, which would probably be torn apart, but the Duke of Wellington, Irish himself so well aware of what was likely to happen in Ireland, agreed with Peel that they had to go. 
The Duke promised to champion such repeal through the House of Lords and, knowing that Queen Victoria was also in favour of abolition, threatened the Lords that the Queen and Peel would create lots more Peers to outnumber them and vote it through if they tried to block repeal.
Opposition was indeed fierce in Parliament, with personal attacks on Peel being led by one Benjamin Disraeli and his sponsor, Lord George Bentinck. Disraeli had actually asked Peel for a position in his new government but been turned down, so probably saw a chance here for petty revenge. Fortunately, when the Bill to abolish those Corn Laws came before the Commons it passed with a majority of 98 votes. Peel was delighted, but his enemies had not finished yet, and the abolition Bill still had to pass through the House of Lords.
A proposed new law passing through the Commons at the same time was the Irish Life and Property Bill, concerned with giving more powers to the law enforcement bodies in Ireland and which Peel strongly supported as necessary. Here Disraeli, Bentinck and the Whigs identified an opportunity to vote it down, and with it Peel. It was defeated by a majority of 73 votes, much to Peel’s dismay when he realised the strength of voting against him. The other side of the coin was much brighter however, as 2 hours before that result he had learned that abolition of the Corn Laws had passed successfully through the Lords.
During the weekend Peel consulted the Queen and Prince Albert, and on the Monday announced his resignation. He was exhausted. Queen Victoria was distraught and wrote, ‘In one breath triumph and defeat. Those abominable, short-sighted and unpatriotic Protectionists.’ She had already made comment about ‘that dreadful Disraeli’. She continued in her journal- ‘to turn out the Minister who has carried the Corn Law, and in fact done so great a work in these last five years is really dreadful.’
Following his resignation speech in the Commons, Peel left by a side door to avoid the growing crowds, who had heard what was happening, but was immediately recognised and cheered all the way back to his house. The crowd parted to make a path for him and men took off their hats as a mark of respect. This was their hero, Sir Robert Peel, the man who had brought down the price of food for them, their families and children.
And just 4 years later, when Sir Robert was thrown from his horse and sadly died of his injuries, it was these same working-class people who gladly gave their threepence, sixpence or shilling pieces to pay for all those statues of Sir Robert Peel that we see around the country. He had sacrificed his own political life so that they might have a better one. 
They would no doubt be horrified to hear that there is now a certain group of people, who never had to share their hunger and poverty, but are now trying to tell them that they were wrong, that Peel was a bad man because his grandfather made some of his fortune from the cotton trade (n.b. NOT the slave trade) and so those statues they paid for should be pulled down!
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