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        INTRODUCTION

      


      In 1839 the sixty-eight-year-old Reverend Sydney Smith marvelled at the changes he had seen during his lifetime. He thought of gas lighting, without which he had ‘groped about the streets of London’; of railways, which saved him from the ‘10,000 contusions’ he suffered in stage coaches; umbrellas and waterproof hats; braces, which enabled him ‘to keep my small clothes in their proper place’; banks ‘to receive the savings of the poor’; posts to whisk letters ‘to the remotest corners of the empire’ for a penny. He wrote: ‘I am ashamed that I was not more discontented, and utterly surprised that all these changes and inventions did not occur two centuries ago.’ Unimaginable products were available, such as whale oil for lamps, first extracted in 1748, and by Smith’s day it had become a staple commodity, with a million gallons of oil exported to Europe from North America.


      But Sydney Smith was only skimming the surface of the unprecedented changes that happened in Britain between 1660 and 1850. As a nation, Britain in this period underwent dramatic alterations. In 1660 Britain was still a geographical term for three separate kingdoms: England (united with Wales), Scotland and Ireland. During our period these kingdoms became a single United Kingdom. In 1660 Britain’s global possessions were modest in comparison with the Dutch and Spanish empires. Within two hundred years Britain’s empire was truly global and provided strategic interests in every corner of the world.


      The monarchy changed radically. In 1660 kings were warriors who led their troops in battle; they chose their ministers and determined their policies. Charles II ruled as well as reigned. He appointed ministers at will, declared war and signed a treaty with France without his ministers’ knowledge. Charles even maintained the fictional claim to be king of France. Much of his reign was preoccupied by who would succeed him. The reigns of Charles’ brother and nieces were to be consumed by rumours of invasions, plots and revolts. By 1850 the sovereign’s role was becoming largely ceremonial and in politics that of a constitutional monarch. Queen Victoria was obliged to choose her prime minister from the party with the majority in the House of Commons, and was expected to follow her prime minister’s advice. In the Bedchamber Crisis of 1839–41, she was even forced to concede that the prime minister was responsible for appointing her household staff. Her uncle, William IV, had already conceded the primacy of the Commons over the Lords. He agreed that a prime minister with a majority in the Commons could insist on making enough peers to swamp opposing votes in the House of Lords.


      The economy had also seen unimaginable changes. In 1660 Britain’s economy was that of a pre-industrial society; there was no large-scale manufacturing. The national debt and effective taxation were yet to be devised. By 1850 not only had Britain become the first industrial nation, but manufactured goods marked ‘Birmingham’, ‘Sheffield’ or ‘London’ could be found on every continent. In consequence, Britain had developed an industrial working class, the professional and middle classes, and the structures of finance, transport, urbanization and education to support the industrial economy.


      Social conditions in Britain were transformed in this period. In 1660 Britain was profoundly hierarchical, with the king, aristocrats and landowners ruling society. It was a society framed by the divine sanction of the Church and a society in which most people saw themselves as subjects not citizens. Social relations were governed by faith, deference and duty. By 1850 people lived under a Bill of Rights that guaranteed the rule of law, and increasing numbers had the right to vote. The government recognized that it had the duty to intervene to legislate in many areas of society, something that was unthinkable in 1660. Merit, rather than kinship or patronage, was becoming more important, and people had increasing expectations that talent and education counted for more than family relationship or a patron’s influence in appointments to many jobs.


      Britain in this period would appear and sound strange to someone from the twenty-first century. In reading this book you will have to step into a past that is different from modern Britain in many ways. For example, the English that people spoke in 1700 would sound very odd to us today and it was also spelled erratically. Lord Peterborough pronounced his title ‘Peterbrow’ and the Duke of Marlborough’s title was often pronounced ‘Marlborrow’ and sometimes ‘Marlbroo’. Alexander Pope rhymed ‘tea’ with ‘obey’. Milton had rhymed ‘end’ with ‘fiend’ and ‘sea’ was often pronounced ‘say’. The way Americans today pronounce clerk, Derby, Berkeley and leisure are the way they were said in England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The separation of the letter W from V was still underway in 1660, so some late seventeenth-century guides to London referred to ‘VVestmynster’.


      The lack of standard pronunciation led to the publication of a number of pronouncing dictionaries during the eighteenth century, the most popular of which was written by Thomas Spence. Spence addressed his Grand Repository of the English Language (1775) to the working people of the country. He told people that ‘strut’ rhymed with ‘foot’ and ‘put’. Some people pronounced ‘lord’ as ‘laard’. ‘Cucumber’ and ‘asparagus’ were pronounced ‘cowcumber’ and ‘sparrow grass’. In the mid-eighteenth century there were furious discussions between Lord Chesterfield and Sir William Yonge whether ‘great’ should be pronounced to rhyme with ‘state’ or ‘seat’. Words such as ‘hostile’ and ‘servile’ would have been pronounced with a short ‘ill’ sound at the end. In fact, there were many differences in pronunciation, and eighteenth-century English would sound very peculiar, perhaps incomprehensible, to us. Even at the time, the differences were noted. Sheridan’s Course of Lectures on Elocution of 1762 noted that cockney and ‘court end’ (West End) accents had created a linguistic divide in London.


      Words are as fashion-prone as clothes, and many came and went in this period. We no longer use ‘shrammed’ (meaning cold) or ‘gradely’ (for thorough) or ‘fettle’ (meaning ‘make’ – though it remains in the phrase ‘fine fettle’). Today we might use ‘hew’ (to quarry or dig), which was first recorded in 1708 (although of Old English origin), or ‘clout’ (which was brought to England by Irish navvies), and ‘dunny’ for a lavatory was exported to Australia from eighteenth-century England. By the end of this period, Liverpool was beginning to receive the large influx of Irish immigrants who gave the city’s dialect its distinctive Liverpudlian twang.


      The years 1660–1851, stretching from the Restoration of Charles II to the middle of the Victorian period, lend themselves to two big interpretations: those of the optimist and of the pessimist. The optimistic ‘Whig’ interpretation of this period would suggest that it was one of progress and advancement. Led by the development of the constitution from a divine right monarchy into a parliamentary monarchy, this optimistic account of the period would emphasize the development of the economy, the growth of towns, roads, canals and, in the nineteenth century, railways. It would also see the development of empire as a cause and reflection of material wealth and political liberty and would argue that this was the era of great scientific and cultural achievement, from Isaac Newton and Robert Boyle to Nicholas Hawksmoor and George Gilbert Scott, from Alexander Pope to the Brontës. It was also the time of the British Enlightenment.


      In contrast, the pessimists would suggest it was a period in which people were locked out of government by an unrepresentative electoral system. People were treated appallingly by brutal aristocratic, legal and prison systems. Jacobites, Scots, Catholics, Irish, women and the poor were among the groups who could claim that they were oppressed by society. Most people’s lives were marked by illness, grinding labour and a lack of pleasure, leisure and recreation. Personal liberty was limited by economic enslavement. Working conditions were grindingly hard and life expectancy declined in ghastly urban slums. Britain’s empire and economic advance were built on the backs of slavery and misery. Cultural achievements rarely touched the lives of the poor, who, for the most part, were kept in pitiable conditions by the illusion of a regime which enjoyed some external sanction. Such is the pessimist viewpoint.


      Neither of these perspectives is entirely correct; in most cases both are. In much of this book, differing views of the events and trends are presented, although I have tended to avoid the deep thickets of academic historical debates and controversies. You will need to make up your own mind about which views you agree with. But, whereas this book will not present a solely optimistic or pessimistic view of the past, it will present a wholly subjunctive or conditional view of the past: a view of the past that incorporates the contingent nature of the changes and developments that happened. Nothing was bound to happen; nothing was inevitable. Few of the events or processes in this book happened without some human action, which could have been directed in other ways. All of the people mentioned in this book could have made different choices and Britain could therefore have been different. 


      Dividing history into periods such as 1660–1850 assumes that no one lived from one age to the next – or that the weight of history did not bear on people as heavily as it had before. It is important to remember that, for men and women in 1660, the reign of Elizabeth I was only two generations earlier. We should also bear in mind that they had the same high hopes for the future as people today have.


      Britain in 1660 had many similarities with Britain in 1603, when James I succeeded Queen Elizabeth I. In both cases expectations were high. A new king was entering his kingdom; in both cases religious issues were to the fore. And in both cases the throne was to pass to heirs who would not normally have succeeded and who lacked the subtlety and agility of their predecessors.


      Britain in this period was very different from continental Europe. It was much smaller than, for example, France, so that many places were more accessible. It might take over a week to get to Scotland from London, but this was a third of the time it took to get from Paris to Marseilles. Even by the end of the eighteenth century, the majority of Britons had a much more acute sense and knowledge of the world beyond their own horizons, compared to French peasants – most of whom did not have any notion of the outside world.


      The English language, despite its quirks, dialects and variations, was a unifying force in Britain in a way no other language was in Europe. In Cornwall the last Cornish-only speaker died in 1676 and the last to speak it bilingually in 1777. Welsh was alive and well and Gaelic still important in Ireland and the Highlands. But most speakers also spoke English. In contrast, in France, Abbé Grégoire’s study on the eve of the Revolution showed that French was not a single national language. In some parts of France even small areas had their own unique dialect, which was unintelligible to outsiders. By 1790, such was the linguistic diversity of France that six million French men and women could not speak French and a further six million could only conduct a faltering conversation in it. In total about 40 per cent of the population did not know the national language well. In Britain, the English language was much stronger.


      Unlike the British climate, the continental climate was so bad that in some countries people were almost completely hibernational. People stored food in the summer and confined themselves to dwellings, and sometimes caves, in the winter. They did not venture out into the potentially lethal cold. Even in the nineteenth century there were accounts of Burgundian peasant farmers spending the winters packed together in beds to conserve energy and warmth.


      While Britain was different from other European countries, we should not slip into a jingoistic sort of history. Britain may have developed as the first industrial nation in this period, and expanded across the world into a global power. But this did not make Britain ‘better’ than other countries; in some ways it created contemporary problems, and stored up more for the future. It certainly meant that the lives of people in this period were subject to greater pressure, stresses, anxiety and misery in industrial and imperial processes.


      
        

      


      In writing this book I have been struck by contemporary parallels, so I have not been shy about indicating these, although I have tried to avoid anachronism or contrived comparisons. I have also sought to balance the need to provide coverage of political events with chapters that consider economic, imperial, cultural and social issues. I hope I have also sufficiently enlivened the broad sweeps of events and trends with vignettes of the details of people’s lives and attitudes. It is, after all, the stock in trade of the historian to employ a healthy interest in other people.


      A book covering nearly two hundred years of complex and interwoven historical events needs a guide to how the ground will be covered. Chapter 1 surveys Britain in 1660. It was a time closer to the Middle Ages than it is to today. So, in many ways, Britain was a very different society and country from that of the twenty-first century. Most important, Britain was not a single nation. England and Wales, Scotland and Ireland each had their own governments and parliaments in London, Edinburgh and Dublin. Britain in 1660 was also recovering from the crisis of the execution of Charles I in 1649 and Oliver Cromwell’s Commonwealth regime. So Chapter 1 focuses on how much Britain was changing and how much it remained much as it had been in the past.


      Chapter 2 gives an account of the principal political events between 1660 and the Hanoverian succession in 1714. In 1660 Charles II returned to Britain after eleven years of exile. He was succeeded by his brother James II in 1685. But James’ absolutist Catholic policies led to the Glorious Revolution of 1688, which saw James’ Protestant nephew and daughter, William and Mary of Orange, force him from the throne. They became King William III and Queen Mary II, and were succeeded in 1702 by Mary’s sister Anne. It was in Queen Anne’s reign that England and Scotland united in 1707. Under both William and Mary and Anne Britain engaged in a series of wars with France that laid the foundations of its empire. Since Parliament would not permit another Catholic monarch, and Anne had no surviving children, she was succeeded by a distant cousin, George, the Elector of Hanover in Germany. The period was one of political instability and latent violence. It was only in this age that the unresolved constitutional problems of the earlier seventeenth century were finally settled.


      Chapter 3 considers the ‘Enlightenment’ in Britain – the idea that the period 1660–1800 was one of progress and the advancement of knowledge. In science, economics, literature, religion, the role of women and other aspects of society, knowledge and reason replaced superstition and ignorance. Many of these ideas emerged slowly, over the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, so they were often imperceptible to people at the time. But viewed from some distance, this period was one in which reason and science played an increasingly important role in the way people thought. 


      Chapter 4 turns to Britain’s connections with the outside world. These connections grew from trade and commerce, as well as from wars with other European countries. Britain also needed to protect and defend her colonies and trade routes, which involved it in overseas wars. Distant trading stations and emigrant agricultural communities evolved into colonies. In the space of less than a century Britain developed into a worldwide power. Britain’s empire quickly eclipsed the overseas possessions of Holland, Spain and France. Even the loss of America in 1776 did not significantly inhibit the growth of empire. Britain’s imperial exploits and conquests helped to form a national identity. They also made Britain rich. But they sometimes did so by shamefully exploiting slaves and at the expense of the poor.


      Chapter 5 covers the main political events from George I’s succession in 1714 to the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815. It was a century in which the government of Britain went through periods of relative stability. This was particularly the case under strong political leaders, such as Robert Walpole and William Pitt. But there were also periods of instability. Politicians had to face problems familiar today: how to raise taxes and control government expenditure; how to respond to the demands of sectional interests, attacks from the media and overseas entanglements. They also had to face situations that are not recognizable today. These included the intervention of monarchs, whose political views had to be accommodated, the interests of a narrow electorate and threats to overthrow the ruling dynasty.


      Chapter 6 surveys the way in which Britain’s economy changed in this period. The economy saw astonishing and dramatic changes, certainly more than in any other period of British history. Farming, transport, manufacturing, finance, consumption, towns and the countryside were all unrecognizable by the end of our period. Productivity rocketed and Britain became the first nation to experience the process of industrialization. This had a dramatic effect on people’s lives. 


      Chapter 7 considers the ways in which Britons between 1660 and 1851 challenged the established order in Church and State. They did this by supporting those who wanted to claim the throne for the son and grandsons of James II. They also did so by demanding the reform of Parliament and reforms to the religious laws of the country. Crime and the treatment of criminals show how people viewed authority. Sex too could often present a challenge to the established order, as did the fairly frequent outbreaks of riot and disorder. In local communities people could express their views of those who broke neighbourhood ‘norms’, and sometimes did so violently. Finally, this chapter also considers Romanticism, which challenged the established intellectual and political order.


      Chapter 8 turns to the events of 1815–51. In this period, unlike most other European countries, Britain did not experience a revolution, but did experience serious unrest and social strains. These were dangerous enough to force a number of governments to change policy and concede reforms to religion and the constitution. Reform became a focus of governments in the 1830s and 1840s as voters and their concerns weighed more heavily with governments.


      Chapter 9 takes stock of Britain in 1851 and considers why we think of the Victorian period as one of supreme confidence and self-assurance. That confidence can be seen in popular attitudes to the monarchy, religion, land, the economy, education, empire and foreign policy. The confidence and strength of Britain in 1851 can be illustrated by the Great Exhibition of 1851. In each of these areas, the mid-Victorian period might be viewed as one in which national pride, resilience and assurance was dominant.

    

  

OEBPS/Misc/insertSpan.js
function setSpanIGP(){var clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-num');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-sub');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-author');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-contributor');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('title-other');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);clsElementList=document.getElementsByClassName('caption');setSpaninPara(clsElementList);}function setSpaninPara(pClassList){for(i=0;i<=pClassList.length;i++){if(pClassList[i]){var para_html=pClassList[i].innerHTML;para_html='<span>'+para_html+'</span>';pClassList[i].innerHTML=para_html;}}}function init(){setSpanIGP();}window.onload=init;




OEBPS/Images/9781849018159_cover_epub.jpg
AIBRIEFIHISTORYI|OF

1660-185

THE MAKI
of Tre





OEBPS/Images/robinson_online.jpg





