The Roman Catholic problem.

We have already seen how busy Robert Peel had been during his term as Home Secretary, with both reforms to the penal system and setting up the Metropolitan Police, for which he is probably best remembered. So when the political situation in Ireland began to deteriorate rapidly and seriously, he was pushed to the limit.

By law at that time, no Roman Catholics were allowed to sit as MPs at Westminster, so in Ireland, which was still ruled from Westminster, it was usually the Protestant landowners who were elected. However, Peel had made a fierce opponent in Ireland during his time there, one Daniel O’Connell, a Catholic, and it was O’Connell who had given Peel the nickname ‘Orange Peel’ for his pro-Protestant views. He was a staunch nationalist and wanted independence from Britain for his beloved Ireland. His popularity grew and, when he stood as prospective MP for a seat in Co. Clare, the ‘small’ voters decided to support him and he was elected. But the law prevented him from taking his seat. A major constitutional crisis now existed, with the real possibility of insurrection in Ireland if that problem was not resolved. Remember that 7 out every 8 people there were Roman Catholics.

Prime Minster at that time was the Duke of Wellington, himself Irish. Peel had already served 6 years as First Secretary in Ireland, so both men knew what would be the likely outcome if the law did not change. Could something akin to the French revolution happen here?

However, Peel had a major problem because he had always supported the ban on Catholics becoming MPs, fearing ‘Papal influence’ from Rome. Indeed, he was by this time MP for Oxford University, from where he held two first class degrees, having been invited to become their MP principally because of his pro-Protestant views. (His father, the first baronet, was still MP for Tamworth).

Peel reluctantly agreed with Wellington that Catholic emancipation, giving them equal rights to Protestants, would have to be pushed through Parliament as a priority, but felt duty-bound to resign his seat at Oxford and stand for re-election to see if the voters there supported him. Unfortunately they did not, and he lost his seat. But he was still Home Secretary and very quickly a safe seat was found for him at a ‘Rotten Borough’ in Wiltshire, where the sitting MP kindly stood down and money changed hands. Even then it was a close thing.

The strength of anti-Peel and anti-Catholic feeling at Oxford can be judged by the message ‘No Peel’ with studs hammered into a door at Christchurch College (see picture). It is still there today.

So the Catholic Relief Bill went before Parliament, championed by Peel and, supported by many of his Tory party colleagues, plus the opposition Whig party, and was passing through with little difficulty. But then a major obstacle appeared in the form of King George 4th. He summoned Wellington, Peel and Lord Lyndhurst, the Lord Chancellor to inform them that he would not sign the Bill, so it would never become law. All three resigned. The next day King George changed his mind and the resignations were withdrawn. Perhaps he realised that there was no-one else to his liking who could form a government. Perhaps also he had been gently reminded of what happened in the French Revolution, only some 40 years before?

Having now passed through the Commons, the Bill reached the House of Lords, where Wellington had almost complete control. It passed through, but only after one opponent, Lord Winchelsea, had thrown so much abuse at Wellington that the Duke challenged him to a pistol duel! This took place at Battersea Fields but fortunately, being by now rather elderly gentlemen, they both missed.

King George signed the Bill, which then became the Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829, and Roman Catholics were now able to realize higher official positions, to which they had previously been excluded purely because of their religious beliefs. The importance of this Act should never be underestimated.

Peel made some bitter and powerful enemies, especially amongst his own Tory Party, because he had championed this Act of Parliament. But looking at it dispassionately, one has to admire the fact that Peel had realised that his anti-Catholic stance was wrong, so changed it. Denying equal rights to the King’s subjects solely because of their religious beliefs was discrimination, pure and simple, and he also saw that the likely outcome in Ireland, possibly spreading to the rest of Britain, would be far more serious than the removal of this religious prejudice.

The Whigs came to power at the next general election in 1831 and Peel, by now Sir Robert, squire of Drayton and MP for Tamworth, found himself to be leader of the opposition. He took a rest and some well-earned holiday, whilst also having a new Manor House built, the one that we all recognise, at Drayton. It was just as well that he did, for things changed dramatically after only a few years and Sir Robert found himself elevated to be Prime Minister, but only after a messenger’s frantic search to find him on holiday somewhere in Europe.  

We will see how that happened, and how Tamworth featured in the build-up, next time.










