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‘I am called repeatedly and insidiously prime and sole minister.’

Sir Robert Walpole

‘The office of the Prime Minister is what its holder chooses and is able to make of it.’

Herbert Asquith

‘The main essentials of a successful prime minister are sleep and a sense of history.’

Harold Wilson

‘The most important thing as prime minister is trying to make the right judgments. In order to make good judgments, you need good advice; you need good principles, and you need a clear head, and you need to have a sense of equilibrium.’

David Cameron
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Length of Premiership

Sir Robert Walpole – 20 years, 315 days

William Pitt the Younger – 18 years, 345 days

Earl of Liverpool – 14 years, 306 days

Marquess of Salisbury – 13 years, 255 days

William Gladstone – 12 years, 130 days

Lord North – 12 years, 59 days

Margaret Thatcher – 11 years, 209 days

Henry Pelham – 10 years, 192 days

Tony Blair – 10 years, 57 days

Viscount Palmerston – 9 years, 141 days

Herbert Asquith – 8 years, 243 days

Winston Churchill – 8 years, 240 days

Harold Wilson – 7 years, 280 days

Duke of Newcastle – 7 years, 208 days
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Duke of Portland – 3 years, 84 days
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Theresa May – 3 years, 12 days

Neville Chamberlain – 2 years, 349 days

Duke of Wellington – 2 years, 322 days

Gordon Brown – 2 years, 319 days

Boris Johnson – 2 years, 237 days*

Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman – 2 years, 121 days

George Grenville – 2 years, 86 days

William Pitt the Elder – 2 years, 77 days

Earl of Aberdeen – 2 years, 43 days

Spencer Perceval – 2 years, 21 days

Sir Anthony Eden – 1 year, 279 days

Earl of Wilmington – 1 year, 137 days

Marquess of Rockingham – 1 year, 115 days

Earl of Rosebery – 1 year, 110 days

Duke of Grafton – 1 year, 107 days

Lord Grenville – 1 year, 43 days

Sir Alec Douglas-Home – 364 days

Earl of Bute – 318 days

Earl of Shelburne – 266 days

Duke of Devonshire – 226 days

Andrew Bonar Law – 210 days

Viscount Goderich – 131 days

George Canning – 119 days

*Boris Johnson had served 2 years and 237 days at the time this paperback edition was completed on 18 March 2022.




Foreword

EARLY PRIME MINISTERS were shy about admitting that they actually were Prime Minister. ‘The term,’ says this book, ‘had French connotations’. People apparently feared – or claimed to fear – that the emergence of this figure heralded a ‘foreign’ and ‘tyrannical political system’. In 1741 Sir Robert Walpole ‘unequivocally’ denied that he was Prime Minister (despite having been so for 20 years).

It was all humbug of course. Everyone knew that Walpole was a new species of minister who presided over cabinet and wielded executive power on behalf of the sovereign. Instead of importing foreign tyranny, the modern office of Prime Minister became a successful British export.

Today the world has scores of Prime Ministers, yet the Downing Street prototype remains stubbornly unique. None of my overseas colleagues stands in a continuous line of succession as long as the one you will encounter in these pages. Their powers are often defined by written constitutions; our Prime Ministership has been shaped and organised by history.

You will find that history in this book, the whole story from the beginning 300 years ago to the present (though I do not necessarily endorse every word). Many of my predecessors were giants, some had feet of clay, all possessed human foibles. 

This book reminds us that Disraeli was ‘mired in debt’, Gladstone a ‘fanatical chopper-down of trees’ (and an equally zealous planter of them), and Pitt the Younger delivered some of his finest parliamentary orations while intoxicated. 

But did you know that Gladstone forced the first railway companies to offer cheap fares, thereby becoming father of the commuter belt? Or that Pitt invented income tax as a temporary measure in 1799? As for Disraeli, he said that the ‘first consideration of a minister should be the health of the people’, words I have recently had cause to echo.

For all the momentous change, these titans would still find much to recognise. I live at the same address, preside in the same cabinet room and answer to the same Parliament. I feel the same reverence for the nation and the same weight of responsibility. And after three centuries and 55 incumbents, I think it’s fair to say that the coyness about owning up to being Prime Minister is finally beginning to fade.

Rt Hon Boris Johnson MP

Prime Minister 2019-




Introduction

I HAVE LIVED THROUGH the premierships of a dozen of our fifty-five prime ministers. I have met eight of them and had dinner with five. It’s always been a matter of fascination how someone climbs what Disraeli called ‘the greasy pole’ of politics to become the leading politician in the country. I’ve come to the conclusion that two factors are timing and luck. Being in the right place at the right time has a lot to do with it.

When I realised that April 2021 would mark the tricentenary of the appointment of the man widely regarded as Britain’s first prime minister, Sir Robert Walpole, I decided to mark it with this book of fifty-five essays.

Part of my motivation was the realisation that even a political geek like me knows comparatively little about most of our prime ministers, especially those from the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. At my school it was as if political history didn’t exist before Gladstone and Disraeli. There are several prime ministers I had never heard of, let alone knew anything about. Editing the essays has been an absolute pleasure and significantly added to my knowledge of our country’s political history.

The thread running through the book is that each and every prime minister is a character in his or her own right. Having said that, it is almost impossible to assert what makes a good or a bad prime minister. Different times and circumstances require different qualities.

Many prime ministers throughout history have been charismatic, but nowadays to be a successful prime minister it is almost de rigueur to possess lashings of charismatic ability. Boris Johnson has it. Tony Blair had it. Theresa May and Gordon Brown didn’t. Harold Wilson had it but Ted Heath didn’t. Macmillan and Churchill had it, while Attlee didn’t. Attlee was a hugely successful prime minister, but would he stand a chance of winning power in today’s multimedia age? I doubt it.

The British prime minister has always been seen as primus inter pares – first among equals, chairman of the Cabinet. There is an ongoing debate about cabinet government and the effectiveness of cabinets in recent years. There is little doubt that today’s version of a prime minister is most certainly more than an equal. The modern-day prime minister carries the aura of a president, rather than a prime minister. He or she may not be the head of state, but in today’s world that’s effectively what they are, or are viewed as. Tony Blair is perhaps the best example of this phenomenon.

The contributors to this book are a mixture of political academics, historians, politicians, commentators and journalists. David Campbell Bannerman has written about his great uncle, Sir Henry. Lord Bellingham has written about the prime minister his kinsman, John Bellingham, assassinated. Charles Pitt has written about William Pitt the Elder, who, I’m sad to report, is no relation!

My interest in the history of Prime Ministers was encouraged by the wonderful Facts About British Prime Ministers by J B Seatrobe, published in 1995. Where possible and where needed I have checked any disputed facts with this book and gone with Seatrobe’s meticulous research.

If you enjoy the book you might also enjoy the accompanying podcast series called ‘The Prime Ministers’ in which I interview each author about the prime minister they have written about here. It is available on all the usual podcast platforms.

This is not an academic book. It is aimed at the general reader, as well as those for whom politics is a part of their daily lives. The contributors were asked to tell a story, to write in an engaging way, and above all not to be afraid of giving an opinion. I am grateful to all of them for the way they have responded, and I am sure you are going to learn just as much as I have from their brilliant essays.

Iain Dale

Tunbridge Wells, September 2020




The Office of Prime Minister in History

Andrew Blick

OVER THE THREE centuries since the ascendancy of Robert Walpole, what has changed, and what has remained the same? A key difference between then and now is that the existence of a prime minister is generally accepted. The role is an established part of our constitutional arrangements. In the early eighteenth century, by contrast, the post had no official existence. Furthermore, to describe someone as a ‘prime minister’ was a way of attacking them. The term implied a subject of the monarch who had obtained too much power. According to received wisdom at the time, the different royal ministers were equal in their responsibility to the ruler. As a phrase, it also had French connotations, suggesting the undesirable incorporation of the methods of a foreign, rival power and tyrannical political system into our own. During his time as First Lord of the Treasury between 1721 and 1742, when accused of being a prime minister, Walpole disputed this claim. As he put it to the House of Commons in 1741: ‘I unequivocally deny that I am sole and prime minister.’

But while he might have wished to avoid having such a label attached to him, Walpole knew that he was the most important person in the King’s government of the day, as did everyone else. After his fall from power in 1742, other politicians adopted some of the techniques he had used and themselves became pre-eminent. There were times when it was not quite clear that a single figure merited the title ‘prime minister’. But generally, somebody was seen as being the senior member of the administration. There were good practical reasons for the existence of such a role. As Lord North, writing during the American War of Independence in 1778, explained to his monarch, George III: ‘in critical times, it is necessary that there should be one directing Minister’. Alongside this view from within the system, public perceptions also developed. By the first decade of the nineteenth century, The Times was referring to the prime minister as though the office were an accepted part of the institutional landscape; as were participants in parliamentary debates. As of the mid-nineteenth century, controversy about whether there should be or was a premier had dissipated.

But actual formal recognition of the post lagged behind. William Gladstone noted in 1878 that: ‘upon the whole, nowhere in the wide world does so great a substance cast so small a shadow; nowhere is there a man who has so much power, with so little to show for it in the way of formal title or prerogative’.

Change was coming. In the year Gladstone wrote these words, his great rival, Benjamin Disraeli, signed the Treaty of Berlin as the ‘Prime Minister’. By 1885, Hansard had begun referring to the existence of the post when listing members of the government of the day. We can find uses of the term in Whitehall files by the early twentieth century, and in 1904, the forerunner to the Civil Service Yearbook (the Imperial Calendar) described Arthur Balfour as ‘Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury’. Finally, in 1905, the role received clear formal recognition. In December of that year the prime minister received a position in the official order of precedence. But the first reference in an Act of Parliament did not come until 1917 – and the law in question dealt purely with the granting of a country residence to holders of the office, rather than any wider issues. Moreover, the term ‘prime minister’ appeared only in the supplementary schedule of the statute, rather than the main body of the text. Firmer recognition came two decades later, with the Ministers of the Crown Act 1937, though primarily it only set the salary and pension of the prime minister, rather than making any stipulations regarding the nature of the post itself. Following the early faltering acknowledgements of its existence, a diverse range of Acts of Parliament came to refer to the office of prime minister. Some were relatively minor in significance, involving, for instance, the appointment of Trustees of the British Museum. Others dealt with matters that were of more constitutional importance and could be of an exceptionally sensitive nature. The Security Service Act 1989, for example, placed the entity commonly known as MI5 on a statutory basis, and charged the Director-General of this agency with reporting on an annual basis to the Prime Minister and Home Secretary. The Constitutional Reform Act 2005 dealt with matters including the role of the prime minister in the selection of the Lord Chancellor and appointments to the senior judiciary; while the Fixed-term Parliaments Act 2011 provided the prime minister with a role in fixing the precise date of a General Election.

This process of defining the office of prime minister in law remained incomplete. As Tony Blair explained in a written answer to the House of Commons in 2001, ‘there are more than 50 specific powers conferred on the office by statute’. But key aspects of the role were still ‘not … defined in legislation. These roles, including the exercise of powers under the royal prerogative, have evolved over many years, drawing on convention and usage, and it is not possible precisely to define them.’

Blair added that ‘[t]he Government have no plans to introduce legislation in this area’. The Cabinet Manual, a text published in 2011, contained perhaps the most detailed official publicly available account of the office of prime minister ever to have appeared. Yet it had no direct legal force, and left much unsaid. For instance, the document asserted that premiers ‘will usually take the lead on significant matters of state’, but gave no explanation of the application of this principle: what did ‘usually’ or taking the ‘lead’ mean; and what were ‘significant matters of state’?

The office of prime minister has changed in as far as it has become accepted as part of the constitution, gained official status and gained a degree of formal definition. But such coverage never became comprehensive. Consequently, the role has always had a considerable degree of flexibility. Different prime ministers could approach it in different ways, according to their own disposition and the circumstances in which they operated. But what has the actual role been, and how far has it shifted or remained constant?

Leadership and power

By definition, prime ministers have always been important political figures. They have had a leadership function not only within government, but for the country as a whole. Because of this prominence, an ongoing debate about the premiership has involved discussion of just how powerful it is – and should be. From the outset, a recurring criticism has been that the office is exercising an inappropriate degree of dominance over government.

Sometimes the objection has been the opposite one: that firm leadership is needed, but lacking. In 1775, James Boswell noted in his diary a complaint by Samuel Johnson (who ironically had once been among the opponents of Walpole) ‘that government had too little power … there was now no Prime Minister. Lord North was only the agent for Government in the House of Commons … we were governed by the Privy Council; but … there was no one head there, as in Sir Robert Walpole’s time.’ Lord Palmerston became premier in 1855 at a time of perceived poor performance in the Crimean War. A reason for his accession was that he might offer the decisive approach that was absent under Lord Aberdeen. Harold Wilson, as Labour leader of the opposition, sought to maximise his appeal by presenting himself as the more dynamic alternative to Sir Alec Douglas-Home, whom he succeeded following the General Election of 1964. When giving evidence to the House of Commons Liaison Committee in 2002, Blair noted that premiers were likely to generate criticism of whatever approach they took. He explained: ‘If you go back in politics I think Prime Ministers fit into two categories: those that are supposed to have a strong centre are accused of being dictatorial; and those that do not are accused of being weak.’

Sometimes observers have discerned a general pattern of development that extends beyond one individual. In 1904, the political commentator Sidney Low asserted that over ‘the greater part of the past half century … The office of premier has become more than ever like that of an elective President’. In 1951, Harold Laski claimed that ‘if we compare 1850 with 1950, or even 1900 with 1950, the centralisation of power in the Prime Minister’s hands has proceeded at a swift pace, and … its judicious use is mainly dependent upon his own self-restraint’. In 1963, the Labour politician and journalist Richard Crossman wrote that ‘[t]he postwar epoch has seen the final transformation of cabinet government into prime ministerial government’. The 1960s saw a fierce debate between different commentators about whether or not the premiership was becoming dominant within the political system. This argument has continued to the present.

A further historical perspective on prime-ministerial power suggests that, rather than increasing, it has been diminishing. In 1899, Lord Rosebery wrote that, to ‘the ordinary apprehension’, the title ‘Prime Minister … implies a dictator’. But ‘the reality is very different’. Earlier in the nineteenth century, Rosebery held, it might have been possible for a forceful premier to exercise ‘a strict supervision over every department’ and be ‘master of the business of each and all of them’. But now ‘when the burdens of empire and of office have so incalculably grown, for any Prime Minister to discharge the duties of his high post with the same thoroughness … would demand more time and strength than any man has at his command’. A little over a century later, in 2007, Michael Barber, a former aide to Blair, asked: ‘suppose the real problem is not the extent of the power the Prime Minister wields, but the lack of it? Suppose the problem is not the strength of the prime ministerial role, but its weaknesses?’

When considering the three-hundred-year history of the premiership as a whole, certain observations regarding the leadership role and the power it bestows are possible. Prime ministers have never simply been able to dictate outcomes. They have had to contend with a range of limitations, some of which have changed in their nature over time, but which have always existed in some form. A constant constraint has been other ministers. Under the UK system, government has been the work of a group of senior politicians, each with their own functions and powers, bound together in an institution that developed in parallel to the premiership, the Cabinet, becoming a clear part of the constitution during the nineteenth century (though like the premiership, lacking firm, legal definition). There has never been a principle of having a single minister in direct control of the executive. It became the accepted practice that the most important members of the government, comprising the Cabinet, made major decisions as a group, debating in private and uniting publicly around the conclusions reached. From 1916, the Cabinet became further entrenched after Lloyd George established a secretariat to record and transmit its conclusions, developing into the Cabinet Office that continues to operate from the centre of government today. Acting as chair of the Cabinet, premiers have had to work through this collection of individuals and the institution that has bound them together. Furthermore, they simply do not have the personal or institutional capacity to take on the running of every aspect of policy. As the academic George Jones put it in 1965:

The Prime Minister is the leading figure in the Cabinet whose voice carries most weight. But he is not the all-powerful individual which many have claimed him to be. His office has great potentialities, but the use made of them depends on many variables, the personality, temperament, and ability of the Prime Minister, what he wants to achieve and the methods he uses. It depends also on his colleagues, their personalities and temperaments and abilities, what they want to do and their methods. A Prime Minister who can carry his colleagues with him can be in a very powerful position, but he is only as strong as they let him be.

Sometimes prime ministers have possessed great strength. William Pitt the Younger, Robert Peel, Gladstone, Lloyd George, Winston Churchill and others have at various points appeared dominant within their governments. Pre-eminence of this kind has developed partly because the particular premier was exceptionally interventionist by nature (others, such as Clement Attlee, seemed to be less so). It also arises because circumstances – perhaps political success, or an emergency such as war – made the will of the premier difficult to resist. But though it is attainable, such ascendancy has always proved fleeting. The configurations of forces that facilitate it are not permanent. As they change, the prime minister can weaken. Churchill, for instance, lost power at the apparent height of his success at the General Election of 1945. Thatcher, who might have seemed invincible for much of the 1980s, was removed by her own party in 1990. Indeed, as this latter case demonstrates, the very strength that a prime minister possesses can contribute to their subsequent downfall. The neglect of collegiality by Thatcher created increasing resentment among colleagues, some of whom eventually turned on her. Compounding this problem, a policy to which Thatcher was personally committed – the Community Charge or ‘Poll Tax’ for financing local government – proved a political disaster. Greater commitment to consensual decision making might have avoided this error.

Changing structures

Prime ministers, then, have always had to work subject to the changeable political climate of the time, dealing with a set of other players whose various levels of cooperation are also variable. Their power is therefore contingent both on their own skill and inclination, and on factors beyond their immediate control. It has always been changeable. But have such fluctuations taken place within the context of longer-term shifts in the amount of power associated with the office of prime minister? The reality is more complicated. There have been alterations in the constitutional and political environment, but whether cumulatively they point in any one direction – towards more or less strength for the premiership – is difficult to state with certainty.

Handling the monarchy was once a great challenge. Rulers could be problematically assertive, pressing certain courses of action and resisting others. Walpole struggled to resist military engagements favoured by George II. Pitt the Younger resigned from office in 1801 because George III refused to countenance Catholic emancipation as a corollary of Union with Ireland. But rulers are now no longer politically active in the way they once were (though their presence is not completely eliminated). This transition, which occurred in particular during the nineteenth century, might be seen as representing a movement of authority away from the Palace and towards Downing Street. Yet at broadly the same time that this transfer was taking place, the Prime Minister was losing direct control over an institution that had been a crucial power base for most of the early prime ministers – the Treasury.

While the role of First Lord of the Treasury – a title held by all prime ministers today – is now considered honorific, it once signified actual responsibility for this great office of state and the policy portfolio that came with it. Before the role of prime minister became clearly accepted and established, most of those who in practice occupied this disavowed post, from Walpole onwards, held the office of First Lord. If they sat in the Commons, they combined this post with that of Chancellor of the Exchequer and presented the Budget themselves. Peel, on becoming premier for the second time, chose not to take on the latter post, conferring the details of Treasury work on a subordinate. He did so as a way of relieving himself of some of the burdens of office, allowing him to focus more on other matters. A decision driven by practical imperatives had long-term political consequences. The Chancellor of the Exchequer would become a major figure in the Cabinet in their own right, potentially a rival or future replacement for the prime minister, as was – for instance – Gordon Brown during the Blair period.

Another important transition has been the rise of the mass party, disciplined within Parliament, with public membership across the country. This phenomenon came about in response to successive enlargements of the franchise from 1832 onwards. Mass parties were in some senses a source of strength for premiers. They provided a solid base at Westminster and a campaigning organisation beyond. But they were not simply entities awaiting instructions from above. Communication and pressure could travel in both directions. Parties could be a problem for prime ministers as well as a benefit. Peel noticed this tendency early on. In 1846, shortly after the end of his second and last premiership, he remarked that ‘[t]here is too much truth in the saying “The head of a party must be directed by the tail.” As heads see and tails are blind, I think heads are the best judges as to the course to be taken.’ He found it unacceptable that a prime minister might be turned into ‘the tool of a party’, following ‘the opinions of men who have not access to your knowledge, and could not profit by it if they had, who spend their time in eating and drinking, and hunting, shooting, gambling, horse-racing and so forth’. Peel concluded he would in future ‘take care … not again to burn [my] fingers by organising a party’. In more recent times, the parliamentary parties of Major, Blair, May and Boris Johnson (prior to the 2019 General Election) created enormous difficulties for them. Members beyond Westminster might also exert pressure, as did Conservative activists over the European Union.

Some of those who have observed an increase over time in prime-ministerial power have connected it to the role of the civil service, arguing that it provided premiers with an important institutional support structure. It is certainly the case that the development of this institution, which made significant progress in the second half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, had consequences for the way in which the office of prime minister functioned. But once again, the impact was not straightforward. Prime ministers have always had aides of various kinds. In this respect, though the occupant of the post is a single person, the premiership was from the outset a group effort. Walpole had a large team of assistants supporting him in areas such as policy advice, election management, parliamentary discipline, and promoting him to the public. He and his eighteenth-century successors employed staff by a variety of means, but they were not formally defined as prime-ministerial staff. In 1806, a single private secretary was finally attached to the First Lord of the Treasury; and (often slow) growth commenced in 1812 when a second official was added. They were always supplemented by other aides who were not formally part of the secretariat.

Different prime ministers utilised their teams according to their own preferences. Gladstone, for much of his four terms as premier, closely supervised his staff to ensure they were an extension of his obsessively systematic approach. His rival, Disraeli, by contrast, who had far less interest in detail, delegated much of the day-to-day work to a single trusted secretary, Montagu Corry. While no prime minister could operate without assistants, they were a potential source of difficulties. The distinguished historian and political thinker, Lord Acton, helped Gladstone in various ways during his premierships, but eventually seems to have become too convinced of his own importance. In 1892, shortly after assisting Gladstone during the election that returned him to power for the last time, senior Liberal figures, resenting the behaviour of Acton, combined to ensure that his role was downgraded.

The emergence of the civil service was significant because it eventually comprised a body of staff employed on a career-long basis, without attachment to any one politician or party. Before the 1920s, the team supporting prime ministers was largely made of people premiers had chosen to recruit, and who were likely to leave when they did. Civil servants brought with them the benefits of professionalism and attachment to a sophisticated bureaucratic machine, the workings of which they understood and could help facilitate. But they were not necessarily as attuned to the particular prime minister they supported, or as committed to achieving their particular objectives. They might well stay on when there was a change of incumbent. Career officials tended to have a degree of loyalty to the machine itself, and were in this sense not necessarily vehicles for the power of a given premier in the same way.

Prime ministers have responded to this arguable deficiency by recruiting their own aides. The use of special advisers on the prime-ministerial team (and elsewhere in Whitehall), commencing in 1964, is an example of such an initiative. Special advisers were recruited to bring qualities such as political commitment, communications skills or policy expertise that premiers felt they could not obtain from the permanent civil service. Sometimes they worked in specially created bodies attached to the prime minister. The prototype for this type of entity was the Prime Minister’s Secretariat or ‘Garden Suburb’ that Lloyd George formed after becoming premier in 1916. Churchill followed this model when, like Lloyd George, he took on the office of prime minister during a world war, establishing the Prime Minister’s Statistical Section in 1940. In peacetime, various other initiatives repeated this pattern: specialised bodies, made up at least partly of individuals recruited from beyond the career civil service, to support the premier in pursuing their particular objectives. They have included the Policy Unit (set up by Wilson in 1974); the Efficiency Unit (formed by Thatcher after becoming prime minister in 1979); and the Delivery Unit (established to support Blair in 2002). What none of these institutions has amounted to in itself is a fully blown ‘Department of the Prime Minister’, though some would hold that such an entity exists in practice if one takes into account the role of the Cabinet Office at the centre of government (and arguably, in the early days, the Treasury performed this function for its First Lord).

Continuity

There has, as the previous discussion shows, been substantial change in the office of prime minister over the past three centuries. But it is important to note certain aspects of the role that have remained relatively constant. They include:


	The basis in the support of Parliament, and in particular the House of Commons. Occupants of the post of prime minister hold that office because they are able to progress the business of Her or His Majesty’s government through Westminster. Support from this institution is their source of strength, but it must be maintained. Once lost, so too is their power. If dissolving Parliament and electing a more compliant replacement is not a viable option, their position is untenable. This reality ended the career of Walpole in 1742, Theresa May in 2019, and others in between.

	Election management. While the size and diversity of the franchise has expanded enormously since 1721, securing sufficient levels of support distributed in a territorially advantageous way across the country has been essential throughout.

	Responsibility for ministerial and other public appointments, and patronage. Most obviously, the prime minister has been central to the construction of the government itself, as well as placing people in various other roles and generally cultivating goodwill as deemed necessary. These functions are a burden as well as a source of power. Matching eligible people to appropriate roles in government is not always easy. In a 1976 discussion of the task of reshuffling the Cabinet, Wilson explained that such exercises were ‘anything but set-piece movements on a chess board … a re-disposition affecting a substantial number of ministers at all levels is like a nightmarish multidimensional jigsaw puzzle, with an almost unlimited number of possible permutations and combinations’. Furthermore, while those who benefit from prime-ministerial patronage might feel a degree of gratitude, resentment can generate among those who do not.

	Managing the machinery of government and the staff that operate it.

	Handling foreign policy and internal and external security.

	Leading government and acting as its public figurehead. This function, discussed above, is a vague but vital one, entailing the convening of ministers and departments, and ensuring that the administration as a whole has a general sense of coherence. The outward-facing aspect has been a challenge for all prime ministers. There have always been media of some kind, and they have tended to look to the person who is premier at the time as in some way embodying the government of the day. Walpole recognised this tendency and deployed immense financial resources for propaganda purposes. But, however effective his public relations machine was, its scope was ultimately limited. He could not control public debate, or suppress the impressive body of literary talent – including Alexander Pope, John Gay, Jonathan Swift and Henry Fielding – that targeted him. Technological change has altered the way in which political messaging and commentary is disseminated: radio, television and the Internet have risen to prominence in succession to earlier media such as the spoken word; handwritten sheets; plays; songs; commemorative crockery; items of clothing; printed words; and visual images (though all of them continue to coexist). But as with so many aspects of the premiership, they provide opportunities not only to promote but also to undermine the objectives of the prime minister. It is not possible wholly to manage the media in the UK.

	The physical location. Walpole moved into a renovated Number 10 Downing Street – in fact at least two houses joined together – in 1735. George II designated it as the official residence of the First Lord of the Treasury. Thereafter, most prime ministers used it, at least as an office and often as a central London home. As well as being based at No. 10, prime-ministerial staff have also worked in nearby space, especially the complex now known as 70 Whitehall, to which No. 10 is connected by an adjoining door. But the continued use of relatively small main premises has helped sustain the character of the office of prime minister as a personalised team more than a large-scale administrative entity.



The sum of this historical analysis is that, where the office of prime minister is concerned, we should not confuse temporary fluctuations with substantial, lasting change. A prime minister may take office in circumstances of political turmoil, offering to resolve a particular problem. They might then secure a substantial majority at a General Election, securing compliance among a previously divided parliamentary party. The main opposition might prove unable to offer a coherent alternative to their government. The premier can appear to secure unchallenged dominance among ministers, allowing cabinet membership only to those willing to fit precisely into their plans. A prime minister in such a position might vest immense delegated power in their staff, and perhaps in particular in one senior special adviser. That individual might become so emboldened as to believe they can restore the control that premiers once possessed over the Treasury and the annual Budget process. The No. 10 team might also have devised various means of managing the messages that reach the public, through the bypassing and undermining of some established media outlets, and through the use of online communications techniques. In such circumstances, it might appear that a premier has managed to defy political gravity, and that more traditional principles of dispersed power and collective government will never revive. But historical evidence suggests they will return. It is not possible to suppress every divergent political force permanently. Mistakes will be made. Events will at some point undermine the power at the centre. Public criticism will find ways of emerging in some form. Rival points of authority will generate within the party, within Parliament, and within the Cabinet. The prime minister in question, like others before, will find their grip loosening, and will need to modify their approach, or face more severe consequences.

Andrew Blick is reader in politics and contemporary history at King’s College London.
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3 April 1721 to 11 February 1742
Whig

By Mark Fox

Full name: Robert Walpole

Born: 26 August 1676, Houghton, Norfolk

Died: 18 March 1745, 5 Arlington Street, London. Buried at Houghton

Education: Eton; King’s College, Cambridge

Married to Catherine Shorter (d. 1737), then to Maria Skerrett; 3 sons, 4 daughters

Quotation: ‘The balance of power.’ (13 February 1741)

BEFORE WALPOLE THERE were many powerful and pre-eminent ministers, but none were ever considered to be the prime minister. William Cecil and his son Robert would each have a reasonable claim to the title. Cardinal Wolsey or Archbishop Thomas à Beckett were as close in their time to the monarch they served and as politically powerful as it was possible for a subject to be, but they were never considered to be prime ministers. So what was it about Robert Walpole that has caused history to elevate him to the position of Britain’s first prime minister? It was not a formal change decreed by the Sovereign or Act of Parliament. Neither was it a personal ambition of Walpole himself. Indeed, the charge of being the sole or prime minister was used as an attack against him by his opponents and one he felt obliged to defend himself from. It was rather his political skill, personal confidence and a fair share of good luck – a combination that has and will always play a critical role in a person’s political career – that enabled him to dominate politics and national life for over twenty years as the principal minister in the government.

Walpole was born on 26 August 1676 into a prosperous and politically established Norfolk family. His father and grandfather both served as Norfolk Members of Parliament. They lived on an estate that had been in the family for more than four hundred years. Politics was in their blood.

Walpole was the fifth child of nineteen, and the third son, of Colonel Robert Walpole and Mary, an heiress. Colonel Robert rendered solid if unexceptional parliamentary and county service. He is chiefly remembered, other than for being Walpole’s father, for holding the record for borrowing a library book. He borrowed a biography of the Archbishop of Bremmen in 1668 from the library of Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, which was not returned for 288 years, in 1956, when his descendant accidentally found it in the library of the family’s ancestral home, Houghton Hall. The colonel’s death at the relatively young age of fifty on 18 November 1700 meant that his son could inherit both his seat in Parliament, where he would sit for the next forty years (for Castle Rising and then, with only a short interruption, for King’s Lynn), and his share of the family fortune. Both would give Walpole a head start in politics, and he had not expected to inherit either.

Walpole was his parents’ second surviving son. He planned to pursue the path common in second sons of the time and become a clergyman in the Church of England. Ecclesiastical preferment for someone of his social standing and connections would have been highly likely.

Leaving the work of helping his father to run the family estates to his elder brother, Edward, Walpole was sent to school at Eton, where he stood out for his academic success and became a King’s Scholar, and then, after completing his time at school, he went up to King’s College, Cambridge in April 1696. After two years, however, his university education was brought to a premature end and his career path changed for good with the death of his brother and his return home to take up the responsibilities and duties of eldest son and heir.

He married Catherine Shorter of Bybrook, Kent, on 30 July 1700. The marriage brought a dowry of £20,000 with it, a very considerable sum that helped to bolster the Walpole family finances. The marriage produced six children, although the paternity of their last child, Horace, who was born ten years after their fifth child, was the cause of speculation at the time.

Although the marriage lasted thirty-seven years and produced five children, it disintegrated into unhappiness and unfaithfulness, on both sides. Catherine died in Chelsea in August 1737 and is buried on the family estate at Houghton. Sexual incontinence being no bar, then as now, to being prime minister was something that did not unduly concern Walpole. He conducted a number of affairs, most notably with Maria Skerrett, whom he married shortly after Catherine’s death. Maria brought with her a dowry of £30,000. She died in childbirth three months after their marriage and she too is buried at Houghton Hall. His relationship with Maria had been happy and he had shared his life with her openly even when Catherine was alive. They had a surviving illegitimate daughter, also called Maria, to whom King George II granted the rank of Earl’s daughter when Walpole became Earl of Orford on leaving office in 1742, a signal mark of affection and respect for him from the King.

In addition to his owning and running a significant estate that encompassed land and property across Norfolk and Suffolk, and adding to his fortune with two significant dowries, Walpole was also an investor. He needed to be because, although the income from his estates brought in around £2,000 a year, his outgoings were substantial and his property carried significant mortgages. Early on, he bought shares in the South Sea Company. The collapse of that endeavour would lead to the infamous South Sea Bubble and a huge scandal, which would in time come to haunt Walpole. Nevertheless, at the time he bought early and sold his shares at the top of the market, making a fortune in the process. The resultant profit enabled him to lavish money on Houghton Hall.

Houghton Hall today is the seat of the Marquesses of Cholmondeley, but Walpole conceived this glory of Palladian architecture as not only a comfortable home for his family, heirs and successors, but as an outward symbol of his arrival into the highest rank of national life. Walpole relished his new home, built on his inherited family estate. He hosted lavish parties for the county and for his political colleagues. Each spring he would host his Cabinet over a three-week period at Houghton. This annual event became known as the Norfolk Congress. Walpole understood that entertainment and conviviality were not only expected as part of the responsibility of privilege and position, but also potent political weapons, and he was never shy about using both to full effect.

In addition to being very well educated and an established scholar, he invested heavily in one of the greatest private art collections the world has ever seen. He envisaged his new Houghton Hall as the principal and permanent home for this collection of art, Roman busts and wine coolers. The collection, known as the Walpole Collection, came to number hundreds of pieces and objects, and included works by Poussin, Rubens, Van Dyck and Rembrandt. His successors first added to and then sold off the bulk of the collection, with much of it ending up in the Hermitage Museum, and some in museums and galleries around the world. If a hinterland is an important asset to a successful politician, then Walpole was an early and outstanding example of it.

As soon as he arrived in Parliament, he became an active participant. ‘It is obvious, that the people of England are at this moment animated against each other, with a spirit of hatred and rancour. It behoves you, in the first place, to find a remedy for these distempers which at present are predominant in the civil constitution.’

He was a man in a hurry. He had no significant aristocratic connection and he attached himself to the Whig interest following his father’s political example. Within three years, in 1705, he gained his first political appointment – a member of the Council of the Lord High Admiral. It brought with it a modest salary, which he needed because his expenditure outstripped his income, but more importantly it was the first visible outward symbol of political advancement. Furthermore, it was an appointment made by the Sovereign, Queen Anne, providing the first outward manifestation of the relationship with her, and subsequently her successor, that was to play such an important part in his rise to and maintenance of high office.

Further swift promotion followed as he became, successively, Secretary of War and Treasurer of the Navy. His ministerial career, however, came to an abrupt halt when the Tories came to power in 1710. They accused him of corruption in 1712 and Walpole found himself imprisoned in the Tower of London. By modern standards, a senior minister being convicted of a serious crime and being sent to prison would be a career-ending event. We live, however, in a more prurient and prudish era than did Walpole, so for him, who was to be continually accused of various forms of corruption throughout his long political career, it proved little more than a mild inconvenience to his progress. Nor did he ever much mind such accusations. Throughout this period he was active in Parliament and at his Norfolk estate, winning and maintaining friends and establishing his reputation through speeches and writing.

In 1714 Queen Anne died and was succeeded by her distant cousin the Elector of Hanover, to become King George I. His personal paranoia about his claim to the throne led him to intensely dislike the Tories, giving Walpole the opening he needed, and helping to enable the Whigs to remain in office for the next fifty years. In short order, Walpole would become a Privy Councillor, Paymaster of the Forces, First Lord of the Treasury, and, in 1716, Chancellor of the Exchequer. In just over eleven years, through personal talent and relentless energy, Walpole had overcome various political and personal setbacks to move ever closer to the top of British politics and the centre of power. He had built a formidable reputation as a parliamentary speaker and operator, and the Tories had tried to ruin him. They had failed, and in the many years that would lie ahead they would have plenty of time to rue their failure to stop his ascendancy.

There would be one further interruption, and a spell in opposition. Here he honed his skills of debate and attack. The scandal of the South Sea Bubble would engulf the career of many of his contemporaries and rivals, but in April 1721 Robert Walpole was appointed once again First Lord of the Treasury and Chancellor of the Exchequer. In addition, he also took on the role of Leader of the House of Commons. These appointments marked the beginning of his long and extended period as the nation’s undisputed leader and principal Minister of the Crown.

Walpole was adroit at using patronage to consolidate his power and advance his policy. He was effective at pandering to his royal master’s obsessions and weaknesses, building a close team around him, pacifying parliamentary colleagues, and keeping himself and the country out of trouble at home and abroad. Abroad, he shied away from entanglements and confrontation. At home, he aimed to keep taxes low and to reduce the national debt. Peace, prosperity and living within one’s means – generally effective and popular policies at any time. Indeed, so firm was Walpole’s grip on power and high office to become that his administration would become known as the ‘Robinocracy’.

His first great task was to tackle the scandal and fallout of the South Sea Company and its ‘bubble’. He had been an early investor and many of his Whig colleagues were heavily involved in the enterprise in one form or another. Walpole, however, was able to use his formidable political and parliamentary skill to help impose a resolution and to shield his colleagues and their party. Through the considerable effort he put into this, Walpole was to earn much respect and loyalty from party colleagues.

The social discontent caused by the economic shock and scandal led to a stirring of the Jacobite cause. This caused King George I to be more than usually dependent on his favoured minister. Walpole was effective at quelling any insurrection and earnt the gratitude of the King for the rest of his reign. In the first two significant challenges of his ministry, Walpole had shown how to effectively balance the interests and concerns of people, Parliament and monarch in what we might think of today as a very good example of successful triangulation.

The accession of King George II in 1727 caused a hiatus in politics and Walpole’s grip on power. Prevailed upon by his Queen, Queen Caroline, to keep his father’s First Minister in office, however, Walpole survived to thrive under a third Sovereign. His closeness to successive rulers was the principal means by which he retained and exercised power. By common consent, Walpole’s mastery of debate and detail was better and more powerful than any of his peers and, historians tend to agree, better than that of any subsequent prime minister. His power, though, was not derived, as his successors’ powers are, by controlling the House of Commons. Walpole’s grip on power was gained through having the confidence of the Sovereign, who allowed him to use royal patronage for political ends. Thus Walpole was able to have an increasingly free hand to make appointments in the church, army and navy, the universities and other sinecures that were in the royal gift. In this manner, allied to his effective parliamentary oratory and skill, he was able to win the support and agreement of the House of Commons over an unprecedentedly long period of time – but he never controlled the House in the way a modern prime minister would expect and hope to do after a General Election victory. Walpole’s use of patronage enabled his enemies to accuse him of corruption, a charge of which he took little heed.

In foreign policy Walpole resolutely pursued a policy of avoidance in foreign entanglements. This led his critics to charge that he was letting down Britain’s allies, the Dutch and Germany, at the expense of keeping friendly with the French. In the end it was a trade dispute with Spain that was to force his hand and lead him to support a declaration of war – a move that was to start the beginning of the end of his long ministry. Throughout his time in office, however, despite the continuing upheavals and conflicts on the European continent that characterised the period, Walpole maintained Britain in a peaceful semi-disengagement. For a long while this policy abroad was bolstered by his domestic policy of keeping taxes low – something he was able to do because he did not need revenue to fund a war or military activity – and of paying down the national debt. It was an economic policy of a distinctly sensible and responsible nature from a person who was personally disposed to spend money and enjoy the finer things of life. His foreign and domestic policies proved for a long time both popular and effective.

Walpole’s setbacks occurred as he sought to change the taxation system. He wanted to shift the burden of taxation away from the landed gentry to the new and increasingly prosperous merchants. He also wanted to tackle smuggling and excise-duty evasion. These changes brought a mixed response and damaged his popularity. When he tried to impose new taxes on wine and tobacco, and sought to move the place of taxation from the ports to the warehouses where they were stored, he was forced to withdraw the proposal; he subsequently removed from office all those on his own side who opposed him. Such tactics are not uncommon. Then as now the leader finds that all too soon there are more people on their own side who would like to see them displaced than there are those who are content for them to remain. Such is the eternal nature of parties and politics.

In 1732 King George II demonstrated his enduring affection for and confidence in Walpole by offering him the gift of a house across St James’s Park from St James’s Palace: 10 Downing Street. This was in reality a gift of three houses. Walpole resisted the proposal of a personal gift and instead accepted it on behalf of and attached to the position of First Lord of the Treasury. He had the three buildings remodelled and moulded into one house. The work took three years. Walpole would live there until he left office, after which, as he had wished, occupancy passed to his successor as First Lord, and so it has been ever since. The House has not always proved popular with First Lords of the Treasury. Walpole’s five immediate successors did not choose to live there. More recently, after winning the 1974 General Election, Harold and Mary Wilson chose not to move back into No. 10 following their departure from it in 1970. They had had enough of the place and Wilson used it simply as an office until his resignation in 1976, returning to his home in Lord North Street each evening.

From 1737 onwards signs of persistent unpopularity began to dog Walpole and his administration. He had won the 1734 General Election well enough, but he lost seats. The number of opponents in his own party began to grow. Influential periodicals and publications became more persistent and strident in their criticism. Sheer longevity in office began to take its natural and inevitable toll. More seriously, the opposition of the Prince of Wales undermined Walpole’s single most important hold on power, his relationship with the Sovereign. The Prince of Wales was the de facto leader of the opposition to his father, the King, and therefore to Walpole and his ministry. The Prince attracted around him many of the new generation of rising stars, who increasingly saw Walpole as old and outdated. All this took its toll on him. In 1737 his first wife died, and in 1738 his new second wife also died, adding to personal as well as political strain.

He won yet another General Election in 1741, but as some of his successors have found to their own cost, winning a General Election is a necessary but not certain indicator of longevity or success in office. The Spanish war he had tried so hard to avoid, did not approve of and was vocal in his criticism of was nevertheless his prime responsibility to prosecute with vigour. He seemed – and worse, was perceived as being – unable to do so. Despite winning an election barely a year earlier, he was forced to resign, bringing to an end the most extraordinary and exceptional political career of his generation.

On 11 February 1742, Walpole resigned, and in anticipation of his departure King George II created him Earl of Orford, Viscount Walpole and Baron Walpole of Houghton. It would become common practice until fairly recently for departing prime ministers to accept an Earldom. Here, as in so much else he did, Walpole was setting a precedent for his successors as prime minister even as he was departing the scene.

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu recalled in 1748 that ‘it was a maxim of Sir Robert Walpole’s that whoever expected advancement should appear much in public. He used to say, whoever neglected the world, would be neglected by it.’

Walpole was a prime practitioner of his own maxim. Barely had his father died than he launched himself into public life. Through standing for election, conduct of a busy and hectic social life, the building of an outstanding and historic home, and his cultivation of a close personal relationship with the monarchy he exercised a personal political supremacy that far outreached the formal powers of the premiership.

He lived for barely another three years after leaving office. For many of his successors who have, like Walpole, held the highest office, exercised supreme power and become accustomed to being at the very epicentre of national events, political retirement can be a harrowing and diminishing time of life. Not so for Walpole. He enjoyed the continuing favour of King George II and was known to do so. His difficult relationship with the Prince of Wales was improved by his effective efforts to ward off questions and threats to the Hanoverian legitimacy. He spoke infrequently in the House of Lords, took satisfaction from helping push out his successor from office and installing a protégé of his own, and enjoyed spending time at his estate.

Robert Walpole died on 18 March 1745. He is buried at the family estate. His example of political moderation, prosperity at home, peace abroad and personal connection with Sovereign and public still provides today the outstanding model for sustained political success.

Mark Fox is a journalist, commentator and a former parliamentary candidate.
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