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I

George Canning (1770-1827) was one of the most significant 
figures on the Pittite side of British politics in the first three decades 
of the nineteenth century, and his successful campaign for a seat at 
Liverpool in 1812 both illustrated and contributed to the profound 
changes that his political career underwent during this period. 
Sandwiched between his failure to return to office in May-July 
1812 following the assassination of Spencer Perceval and his 
decision to disband his personal following (his 'little Senate') in 
July i8i3, 2 this campaign marked for Canning a turn away from the 
aristocratic political arena of Westminster, which he had come to 
find so frustrating, towards a political culture which, if at first alien, 
was replete with new possibilities. Moreover, Canning's experience 
as representative for Liverpool was indicative of wider changes in the 
political landscape of early nineteenth-century Britain. Before 
considering in detail some of the key aspects of Canning's outward 
turn, however, it will be useful to offer a brief description of the 
constituency of Liverpool and a short account of the elections that 
Canning fought there.3

1 This article is a revised version of chapter 3 of Stephen M. Lee, 'George 
Canning and the Tories, 1801-1827' (unpuh. Ph.D. thesis, Manchester Univ., 
1999), PP- 93-128.

2 For a consideration of these two important episodes see Lee, 'Canning and the 
Tories', pp. 81-91.

1 Unless otherwise stated the following summary of the politics of Liverpool is
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At Liverpool the right of election lay in the freemen, who obtained 
their freedom by birth, servitude, or gift, the option of purchasing 
freedom having been discontinued in 1771. The electorate in this 
period numbered just under 3,000, accounting for c. 8-10 per cent of 
the adult male population.4 The fundamental division in Liverpool 
politics, as in so many other large freeman boroughs," was between 
an oligarchic, Anglican corporation and a body of excluded, and 
often Dissenting, freemen and their supporters, who attempted to 
challenge the hold of the corporation over local affairs. In Liverpool, 
this political division also reflected an economic one, the corporation 
being dominated by the West Indian interest, while the American 
trade was prominently represented in the independent cause. The 
power of West Indian merchants in local affairs was in part a 
function of the fact that they employed larger numbers of men in 
Liverpool than the American traders, giving them a proportionately 
greater influence.'1 Elections in Liverpool prior to 1807, although 
vigorously contested, tended to result in the return of one member 
on the corporation interest and one by the independent freemen. The 
first decade of the nineteenth century, however, saw a change in this 
pattern. The election of 1807, partly due to the recent abolition of the 
slave trade by the Talents ministry and the raising of the 'No Popery' 
cry by the subsequent Portland administration/ had led unusually to 
the return of two supposed ministerialists, Banastre Tarleton and 
Isaac Gascoyne, with the successful Whig candidate in 1806, William 
Roscoe, going down to a heavy defeat.

By the time of the 1812 election, the basic bifurcation in Liver 
pool politics had been overlain by a three-way division. The 
corporation interest again put up Gascoyne; the Whigs, led by 
Roscoe, attempted to carry both seats by nominating Henry

based upon Barbara Whittingham-Jones, 'The history of Liverpool polities' (2 vols, 
TS. in Liv. R.O., n.d.), and on the entry on Liverpool in The Home of Commons, 
1790-1820, ed. R. G. Thorne (5 vols, London, 1986), II, pp. 228-34.

1 E. M. Menzies, 'The freeman voter in Liverpool, 1802-1835', T.H.S.L.C. CXXIV 
(1972), p. 89.

^ See Frank O'Gorman, Voters, patrons and parties: the unrejormed electoral system 
of Hanoverian England, 1734-1832 (Oxford, 1989), p. 275.

" Menzies, 'Freeman voter', p. 88. See also S. G. Checkland, 'American versus 
West Indian traders in Liverpool, 1793-1815', Journal of Economic History, XVII 
(1958), pp. 141-60.

' For the 1807 general election see Michael Hinton, 'The general elections of 1806 
and 1807' (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, Reading Univ., 1959).
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Brougham and Thomas Creevey; and a third grouping, led by 
disaffected former corporation men, ex-Tarletonites, and defectors 
from the Whigs, prevailed upon George Canning to stand. Tarleton 
also stood again, but, deserted by supporters disillusioned by his 
performance as their M.P. and by his unpaid electoral debts, he 
trailed in a dismal fifth. The election at Liverpool of 1812 was a 
classic contest of the unreformed electoral system, and, in what was 
a relatively quiet general election, it became an object of national 
interest. After eight hard days of polling Canning and Gascoyne 
defeated Brougham and Creevey. 8 The later campaigns in 1816, 
when Canning stood for re-election after his appointment to the 
presidency of the Board of Control, and at the general elections of 
1818 and 1820, lacked the drama of the 1812 contest. Although 
Canning and his supporters were forced to expend a deal of time 
and money at them, there was never any serious danger of Canning 
being unseated.

Upon his appointment as governor-general of India in 1822 
Canning resolved to resign his seat at Liverpool. This resolution 
persisted when instead he became foreign secretary after London 
derry's suicide: forced to seek re-election upon taking office, he 
sought it at Harwich. Canning put this decision down to the 
pressure of work involved in being not only foreign secretary but 
in leading for the ministry in the Commons. Thus ended Canning's 
direct association with the borough of Liverpool, a connection he 
described as 'the pride of my publick life'. 9 An understanding of why 
this connection with Liverpool was so significant, both for Canning 
himself and for early nineteenth-century politics more generally, can 
be reached by addressing a number of key issues. First, the reasons 
behind Canning's decision to stand at Liverpool require explana 
tion, given the fact that he was already guaranteed a seat on the 
Jolliffe interest at Petersfield for the 1812 election. Second, the 
factors that led certain elements in Liverpool to request him to stand 
demand elucidation. Third, the campaign of 1812 and the reasons 
for Canning's success need to be considered. And finally, the 
broader significance of Canning's period as representative for 
Liverpool must be assessed.

" Canning 1,631; Gascoyne 1,532; Brougham 1,131; Creevey 1,068; Tarleton 11.
v Leeds District Archives, Canning MS. [hereafter Canning MSS.] 83, Canning to 

his constituents, 23 Jan. 1823 [copy]. I would like to thank the earl of Harewood for 
his kindness in allowing me to use these manuscripts in my research.
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II

Why, then, did Canning decide to stand for Liverpool as well as for 
Petersfield in October 1812? Although some doubts were to persist 
about his candidature almost up until the opening of the poll, 
Canning had in fact been the recipient of overtures from Liverpool 
as early as the spring of 1810, when he reported to his wife that he 
had heard from two different sources, by letter from a 'Mr Turner"" 
and in person from his cousin Col. George Canning, 'that there was 
an Arrangement going on at Liverpool for preparing a Purse to bring 
me in for Liverpool free of expense'. According to Canning, 'on these 
terms it would certainly be a very comfortable & creditable way of 
coming in though to be sure it would come to be a plaguing deal of 
trouble'." This equivocation between the honour to be gained from 
representing a large freeman borough like Liverpool and the 
inevitable 'trouble' such an honour would bring, was to be a constant 
theme of Canning's responses to the possibility of a seat at Liverpool. 
In fact, nothing came of this particular overture, with Canning 
expressing doubts about the status of 'Mr Turner', 12 and contact 
between Canning and elements in Liverpool does not appear to have 
been resumed until early in 1812.

In February 1812, in reply to a letter from John Drinkwater, later 
a key supporter, Canning was still conscious of the 'most distin 
guished honour that would accrue from 'the representation of a 
great commercial Town' such as Liverpool, but was at pains to point 
out that 'the honour of that trust would essentially depend upon its 
being obtained without solicitation, & at no other cost than that of a 
faithful, but free, service in Parliament'. 13 To his wife, Canning 
noted that on these terms 'it will be very grand, though rather 
troublesome'. 14 That Canning might wish to stand for Liverpool was

10 Unidentified. According to Thcrry, however, it was Turner who went on to put 
Canning's name forward to Drinkwater: The speeches of the Right Honourable George 
Canning with a memoir of his life, ed. R. Therry (6 vols, London, 1828), I, p. 95.

" Canning MS. 24, Canning to Joan Canning, 2 Apr. 1810.
'" Ibid. Canning to Joan Canning, 5 Apr. 1810.
' ' 'Letters of George Canning to John Drinkwater, jun., 1812-1814, 1822' (TS., 

Liverpool, 1960, in Liv. R.O.), no. i, Canning to John Drinkwater, 24 Feb. 1812. In 
1823 Canning informed Huskisson that 'J. Drinkwater is a very good friend, and my 
earliest one at Liverpool, though not the first in point of interest': Canning MS. 68, 
Canning to Huskisson, 5 July 1823 [copy].

" Canning MS. 25, Canning to Joan Canning, 29 Feb. 1812.
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evidently common knowledge at this stage, both there and in 
London. Robert Plumer Ward recorded in his diary on 17 March 
1812 that Gascoyne 'informed me Tarleton would infallibly be 
thrown out for Liverpool, and that Canning was in negotiation to 
come in upon the interest that returned him". When Ward informed 
Spencer Perceval of this, Perceval replied that 'he had heard a 
rumour of Canning's intention'. 13 For his part, Canning was by 
this time in contact with 'a very great man at Liverpool',"1 William 
Peat Litt, the founder there, in 1799, of the West India Association. 

The dissolution that had widely been expected in the early 
months of 1812, and which had been responsible for the flurry of 
contacts between Canning and the likes of Drinkwater and Litt, did 
not, of course, materialize. The contacts between Canning and 
individuals in Liverpool, however, continued. In August, Canning 
was still of the opinion that 'the representation of Liverpool' would 
be 'a high honour', but his worries about expense persisted and he 
was also concerned that the state of George Ill's health might mean, 
in the event of his death, a second dissolution hard on the heels of 
the expected one. As a consequence of these fears and uncertainties 
Canning stated that he had already arranged for a safe seat elsewhere 
(Petersfield). Thus, he could 'now . . . look at a Seat for Liverpool 
only as a matter of honour, not of necessity, although if it was 
offered 'without the expense or trouble of a Contest' he expressed 
himself willing to accept it. 1 ' Canning's reluctance to face a contest 
continued into September. He informed Huskisson, 'Liverpool 
seems to be pretty sure of a Contest; and I suppose I shall hear 
no more of it. Mr Roscoe . . . declares for two popular candidates. I 
have no disposition to be the unpopular one'.''s A week later, 
however, responding to yet another invitation to stand, Canning 
again stated that he had already arranged a seat elsewhere, but 
significantly he added that 'that seat is not such as I should be loth 
to relinquish, for Liverpool; if Liverpool were to be placed within

15 Memoirs of the political and literary life of Robert Plainer Ward, ed. Edward 
Phipps (2 vols, London, 1850), I, pp. 467, 468, 472.

'" Canning MS. 25, Canning to Joan Canning, 30 Mar. 1812.
'' Flintshire R.O., Glynne-Gladstone MS. 91, Canning to [John Gladstone?], 6 

Aug. 1812. See also Lord Granville Lei'eson Gower: private correspondence 1781 to 
1821, ed. Castalia, Countess Granville (2 vols, London, 1917), II, p. 446, Canning to 
Granville Leveson Gower, 18 Aug. 1812.

'" B.L. Add. MS. 38379, ff. 1-2, Canning to Huskisson, 9 Sept. 1812, quoted in 
Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', I, p. 232.
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my reach'. 19 As late as 28 September Canning told Huskisson that 'I 
have been fighting off Liverpool', but from his reference to a 
meeting to be held 'to procure an invitation to me', 20 it is clear 
that Canning's would-be supporters were reluctant to take no for an 
answer. One must look beyond this persistence, however, for a full 
explanation of why Canning eventually overcame his hesitation and 
stood for Liverpool.

The fact that representing a large, open borough like Liverpool 
carried a great deal of prestige has already been alluded to, but in 
October 1812 this had a particular relevance for Canning. Still out 
of office following the abortive negotiations of the spring and 
summer, and still at this stage the leader of his own small party, 
the securing of the representation of Liverpool would certainly have 
been a significant feather in Canning's cap. More specifically, and 
perhaps more crucially, there was a general awareness that the 
ministry's intention in dissolving parliament, beyond a conventional 
desire to strengthen the administration after a period of crisis, was 
to mount an attack on Canning, his political ally the Marquess 
Wellesley, and their supporters in the wake of the failed negotiations 
of the spring and summer. Some of Canning's and Wellesley's 
supporters had been returned with the help of the government 
interest at the election of 1807 and were therefore particularly 
vulnerable to the withdrawal of that support. Wellesley informed 
Canning on 14 October that 'I know from positive information 
within these four days that the Government avows the intention 
of attacking you principally, & me incidentally by this dissolution'. 21 
Canning, too, thought ministerial 'animus' lay behind the decision 
to dissolve, 22 and J. W. Ward, a recent recruit to Canning's faction, 
wrote in early September that one motive for the rumoured

19 'Drinkwater letters', no. 5, Canning to John Drinkwater, 15 Sept. 1812. See also 
no. 6, Canning to Drinkwater, 25 Sept. 1812; P.R.O., PRO 30/29/8/5 (Granville 
Papers), ff. 640-1, Canning to Leveson Gower, 17 Sept. 1812.

'" Huskisson papers, ed. Lewis Melville (London, 1931), p. 88, Canning to 
Huskisson, 28 Sept. 1812. See also George Canning and his friends, ed. Josceline 
Bagot (2 vols, London, 1909), I, pp. 393-4, Canning to Bootle Wilbraham, 30 Sept. 
1812.

21 Canning MS. 151, Wellesley to Canning, 14 Oct. 1812. See also Wellesley to 
Canning, 28 Nov. 1812.

22 Huskisson papers, ed. Melville, p. 87, Canning to Huskisson, 28 Sept. 1812. See 
also The letters of King George IV, 1812-1830, ed. A. Aspinall (3 vols, Cambridge, 
1938), I, p. 169 [no. 178], Canning to Col. McMahon, 17 Oct. 1812.
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dissolution was to 'weaken Canning's squad'. 23 This view could, of 
course, be put down to a kind of paranoia induced by electoral fever 
if it had been held only by Canning and his supporters, but it was a 
view also shared by opponents and neutrals. William Wilberforce, as 
early as August, wrote that 'I now think it probable that a 
dissolution may be resorted to with the hope of weakening 
Canning's party'.'4 Henry Brougham wrote of the administration 
dissolving 'to injure Canning and Wellesley' 2 " and the Liverpool 
Mercury, Brougham's chief organ of support, reported on 2 October 
1812 that 'Ministers are said to have made it a main point to strike 
at the friends of Mr Canning'. Further, J. W. Croker, secretary to the 
admiralty, referred to 'the object which some folks stated as the chief 
one in the dissolution, viz. the taking of the Government boroughs 
out of Canning's hands'. 2 '1

It would appear then that Canning's decision to stand at Liver 
pool in 1812 can be assigned a general and a specific origin. The 
representation of a large borough like Liverpool had always been 
considered an honour, and that this had some weight in Canning's 
mind is clear from his earliest contacts with the town. It was only the 
specific political situation in the autumn of 1812, however, that 
appears to have persuaded Canning to overcome his reluctance to 
undertake the trouble of a contest. His attempt to carve out an 
independent political position on 'the Isthmus between the two 
parties' 27 could only be helped by a high-profile victory in a 
constituency like Liverpool, especially in the face of what was 
widely seen as a ministerial push against his 'little Senate'. Secure 
at Petersfield, Canning evidently felt that the potential gains to be 
had from carrying Liverpool were worth the risk of any loss of face 
that would be a consequence of standing and losing. If a generalized 
sense of the honour of representing Liverpool and the particular

23 Letters to 'Ivy' from the first earl of Dudley, ed. S. H. Romilly (London, 1905), 
pp. 169-70.

21 R. I. Wilberforce and S. Wilberforce, Tlw life of William Wilberforce (5 vols, 
London, 1838), IV, p. 51, Wilberforce to Muncaster, 15 Aug. 1812.

2:1 The life and times of Henry Lord Brougham, written by himself (3 vols, 
Edinburgh, 1871), II, p. 71, Brougham to Earl Grey, 24 Oct. 1812.

2(1 Sir Robert Peel. . . from his private correspondence, ed. Charles Stuart Parker (3 
vols, London, 1891-9), I, p. 62, Croker to Peel, 26 Oct. 1812. See also Keith 
Grahame Feiling, The second Tory party, 1/14 1832 (London, 1951), p. 401.

2 ' Canning MS. 151, Canning to Wellesley, 19 Nov. 1812 [copy]; Lee, 'Canning 
and the Tories', pp. 56-92 passim.
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political situation in autumn 1812 can explain Canning's decision to 
stand, it still remains to be explained why he was asked to stand in 
the first place.

Ill

According to the anonymous editor of Henry Brougham's speeches, 
writing in 1838, 'Mr. Canning accepted the invitation of the great 
and spirited body of Tory merchants not immediately connected 
with' the corporation. 2 " Leaving aside for the moment the problem 
atic description 'Tory', which will be dealt with later, it is certainly 
true that Canning's first identifiable contacts, men such as Drink- 
water and Litt, were merchants. The predominance of merchants 
among Canning's supporters is confirmed by an examination of the 
signatories of the formal invitation to stand sent to Canning on i 
October i8i2,2y which, according to Canning, was 'signed by 80 or 
90 of... the most respectable & important names in Liverpool'. 30 
The invitation in fact contains eighty-seven signatures, of which it is 
possible to decipher seventy-nine and positively to identify sixty. 31 Of 
these sixty, thirty-one were merchants and fifteen were brokers, with 
the remaining fourteen being made up of attorneys, brewers, 
butchers, book-keepers, victuallers, a cooper, and a clergyman. 
Unfortunately, it is not possible in all cases to know precisely what 
kind of merchants or brokers these men were, although it is certainly 
true that many of Canning's more important supporters were 
associated with the West Indian trade. Seven of the signatories, all 
key Canning men, appear on one of the surviving lists of members of 
the Liverpool West India Association: William Barton, Ralph 
Benson, William Ewart, John Gladstone, George Irlam, Isaac Little- 
dale, and Thomas Rodie. Ralph Benson's father Moses was also a 
West Indian merchant. The list also contains names of men who, 
although not signatories of the initial invitation, went on to become

28 Speeches of Henry Lord Brougham (4 vols, Edinburgh, 1838), I, p. 466.
29 Canning MS. 84, Henry Blundell Hollingshead and others to Canning, i Oct. 

1812.
'" P.R.O., PRO 30/29/8/5, ff. 645-6, Canning to Leveson Gower, 7 Oct. 1812.
 " Identifications were made from Gore's directory for Liverpool and its environs 

(Liverpool, 1810, 1811, 1814, 1816, 1818) and The poll for the election (Liverpool, 
1812).
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important Canningites in Liverpool: James Brade, William Coup- 
land, Charles Horsfall, William Peat Litt, and John Moss. John 
Bolton, who nominated Canning at all his four elections, was also 
a West Indian merchant.'" Further, according to Brougham, 'Can 
ning's friends are the shipping interest, ours the American traders 
and country gentlemen',' 3 and Sidney Checkland has pointed to the 
tendency of West Indian traders to own their own ships, while the 
American traders tended to use American-owned vessels. 34

Largely by virtue of his being the father of the Victorian statesman, 
we know far more about John Gladstone than we do about any of 
Canning's other supporters (or, indeed, perhaps than we do about all 
his other supporters combined). One way of illustrating the nature of 
Canning's support in Liverpool, then, can be provided by an assess 
ment of the reasons behind John Gladstone's shift away from his 
initial Whiggism to support for Canning as a candidate. 3"1 A key 
element in turning Gladstone away from the Roscoeite Whigs in 
Liverpool was his changing attitude to the Orders in Council of 1807, 
which in turn reflected a change in his own business interests. InitialJy, 
John Gladstone had followed in his father's footsteps, becoming a 
grain trader, mostly with America. From around 1810, however, his 
interests shifted increasingly towards the West and East Indies, a shift 
which involved an alteration in his attitudes towards economic 
warfare with France. Checkland has argued that West Indian traders, 
in contrast to American ones, benefited from the exclusion of French 
and Spanish colonial produce from Continental markets,36 and

' : Gore's Liverpool directory for the year 1807 (Liverpool, 1807), appendix, p. 39; 
Godfrey W. Mathews, 'John Bolton, a Liverpool merchant, 1756-1837', T.H.S.L.C. 
XCIII (1941), pp. 98-115.

-" B.L. Add. MS. 52178, Brougham to John Alien, [28 Oct. 1812], quoted in 
Commons, ed. Thorne, II, p. 233.

34 Checkland, 'American versus West Indian traders', p. 143. See also B. H. 
Tolley, 'The Liverpool campaign against the Order[s] in Council and the War of 
1812', in Liverpool and Merseyside: essays in the economic and social history of the port 
and its hinterland, ed. J. R. Harris (London, 1969), pp. 98 146.

35 For John Gladstone see S. G. Checkland, The Gladstones: a family biography, 
1764-1851 (Cambridge, 1971); S. G. Checkland, 'John Gladstone as trader and 
planter', Econ. H.R. 2nd series, VII (1954), pp. 216-29; John Morley, The life of 
William Ewart Gladstone (2 vols, 1908 edn: orig. pub. in 3 vols in 1903), I, pp. 6-19; 
H. C. G. Matthew, Gladstone, 1809-1874 (Oxford, 1986), pp. 3-9; Francis W. Hirst, 
Gladstone as financier and economist (1931), p. 29.

"' Checkland, The Gladstones, pp. 59 60; Checkland, 'John Gladstone', p. 216; 
Checkland, 'American versus West Indian traders', pp. 144, 150-1.
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Gladstone certainly moved around this time from a position of 
opposition to the Orders to one strongly in support of them. In 
fact, he first crossed swords with Henry Brougham in May 1812 when 
he gave evidence to the House of Commons in favour of the Orders. 3 ' 
Further, as Checkland has noted, Gladstone's 'outlook on the Orders 
was... directly related to his attack on the East India Company'. w Not 
wishing to see British industry dependent on American cotton given 
the precarious state of relations with the U.S.A. due to the Orders, 
Gladstone argued that India should be developed as a source of cotton, 
a process he felt was blocked by the East India Company's monopoly. 
It was as a member of a delegation from Eiverpool to lobby against this 
monopoly that Gladstone first met and was impressed by Canning.39 
Moreover, not only was Canning against the East India Company's 
monopoly, he had been part of the Portland ministry which had 
supported the Orders and, like Gladstone, he was in favour of a 
vigorous prosecution of the war with France. Taken together with 
Canning's national prominence and undoubted ability, these atti 
tudes helped to convince Gladstone of the suitability of Canning as a 
candidate for Liverpool. Gladstone, of course, was not the first West 
Indian merchant to conceive of Canning as a possible M.P. for 
Liverpool, but it seems reasonable to assume that men such as 
Drinkwater and Litt were thinking along the same lines as Gladstone 
when they approached Canning earlier in 1812. Further, the attempt 
by merchants such as Gladstone, unsympathetic to the Whigs but not 
directly connected to the corporation, to carve out a middle position 
in Liverpool politics may have drawn them to a man like Canning, 
who was attempting an analogous task on the national stage by trying 
to establish a strategic position between the ministry and the Whig 
opposition. Having gone some way towards explaining why Canning 
stood and why he was asked to stand, we are now in a position to look 
more closely at the campaign of 1812.

IV

Frank O'Gorman has argued that 'as the great national parties at 
Westminster groped downwards into the constituencies for support...

3/ Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', I, p. 226.
38 Checkland, The Gladstones, p. 63.
39 Ibid. p. 61.
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in the early nineteenth century, they encountered pre-existing, 
organized political groups inhabiting a political culture of their 
own'. 40 This is a conclusion emphatically supported by the experience 
of the three national figures who contested Liverpool in 1812. George 
Canning had sat in parliament since 1793, for four different con 
stituencies (Newtown, Isle of Wight, 1793-6; Wendover 1796-1802; 
Tralee 1802-6; Newtown, Isle of Wight, again 1806-7; and Hastings 
1807-12), and out of nine possible contests (on first entering 
parliament in 1793, at the four ensuing general elections in 1796, 
1802, 1806, and 1807, and on the four occasions that appointment to 
office obliged him to seek re-election, in 1799,1800,1804, and 1807), 
he had not in fact had to go through the rigours of a single contested 
election. Henry Brougham had been brought in for Camelford with 
out a contest in 181 o. Thomas Creevey had faced a contested election 
before, but only at Thetford in 1806, where the electorate numbered 
thirty-one, and where he lost, being seated only on petition. In 
contrast, therefore, to the two local candidates, Gascoyne and 
Tarleton, these three were to be surprised, indeed stunned, by the 
nature of a contested election in a constituency such as Liverpool.

Canning, having blotted his copybook by missing his ceremonial 
entry,41 was soon pitched into a whirl of campaigning.

I was one day too late. My public Entry took place yesterday without me. I 
am assured the procession was of nearer 30,000 than 20,000 people & 
that the like was never seen in Liverpool before ... It is just impossible to 
conceive the enthusiasm with which I am received. It makes me stare, & 
wonder what the devil I can have done to deserve it.' 12

According to his cousin Stratford Canning, who accompanied 
him, 'On reaching Liverpool we found the town in an uproar. Party 
ran high; bitter speeches were exchanged on the hustings, and mobs 
were violent in the streets. Windows were broken, candidates pelted, 
and for more effective missiles resort was had without ceremony to 
the pavement and the area rails.' 43 On electoral violence, Brougham

'"' O'Gorman, Voters, p. 2.
41 On the importance of the ritualistic elements of an election campaign see 

Frank O'Gorman, 'Campaign rituals and ceremonies: the social meaning of elections 
in England 1760-1860', Past and Present, CXXXV (1992), pp. 79-115.

42 B.L. Add. MS. 48220, ff. 96-7, Canning to Boringdon, 8 Oct. 1812.
41 Stanley Lane-Poole, The life of the Right Honourable Stratford Canning, 

Viscount Stratford de Redcliffe (2 vols, London, 1888), I, pp. 185 6. Canning 
noted in his diary: 'Gave a poor soldier, hurt in an affray in the Election £2': 
Canning MS. 29di, opposite 19-25 Oct. 1812.
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noted, however, that 'some few accidents happened, two or three 
men being killed, and others severely cut and wounded, but all who 
knew Liverpool formerly say nothing was ever seen so quiet at an 
election there'."14 Of the campaign in general, Creevey claimed that 
'Canning and his friends, Granville Leveson and Charles Ellis, who 
are with him, say they never saw any thing like it'.4 " Brougham, for 
his part, solemnly told Earl Grey that 'you can have no idea of the 
nature of a Liverpool election', before informing him that he had 
delivered '160 speeches and odd' on the hustings and at the 
multiplicity of clubs and societies that were such a feature of 
elections at Liverpool. 'You may guess how exhausted I am', he 
told Grey, 'especially as I never saw a popular election before, and 
knew nothing of it'. 4fl Canning, too, underwent this exhausting 
round. In 1823 John Gladstone, when informing William Huskisson 
of the nature of electioneering at Liverpool, wrote that 'certain 
attentions must be paid to the Freemen and their friends. Mr. 
Canning passed through the drudgery of several hours canvassing 
the Clubs during every night of the Election of 1812'.4/ As a 
consequence of this drudgery, Creevey would claim of Canning 
that 'you never saw a fellow in your life look so miserable as he has 
done throughout'. 4 *

In addition to the hustings and the clubs, a third arena existed for 
electioneering at Liverpool: print. In 1812 Liverpool had five weekly 
newspapers,49 of which the most important in political terms were 
the Mercury, which backed the Whig cause, and the Courier 
(founded in 1808 by, among others, John Gladstone),"0 which 
backed Gascoyne and, especially, Canning in 1812. In addition, 
both sides produced a plethora of broadsides, addresses, songs,

44 Life and times of Brougham, II, p. 63, Brougham to Grey, 16 Oct. 1812. 
43 Creevey's life and times, ed. John Gore (London, 1934), p. 61, Creevey to Mrs 

Creevey, 11 Oct. 1812.
'" Life and times of Brougham, II, p. 62, Brougham to Grey, 16 Oct. 1812. 
4 ' Quoted in Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', I, p. 418.
48 The Creevey papers, ed. H. Maxwell (2 vols, London, 1904), I, p. 172, Creevey 

to Mrs Creevey, 17 Oct. 1812.
49 Billinge's Liverpool Advertiser and Marine Intelligencer (which appeared on a 

Monday); The Liverpool Courier and Commercial Advertiser (Wednesday); Gore's 
Liverpool Advertiser (Thursday); The Liverpool Mercury; Or, Commercial, Literary 
and Political Herald (Friday); and Liverpool Saturday Advertiser. See Whittingham- 
Jones, 'Liverpool polities', II, p. 658.

50 Checkland, The Gladstones, p. 51.
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poems, and the like during the election. These were collected after 
this and subsequent elections into 'squib-books'. In the accusations 
and counter-accusations, the attack and defence, which they con 
tain, the newspapers and squib-books provide not only a vivid 
picture of electioneering, but also a good indication of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the candidates as they were perceived by both 
supporters and opponents. For example, in what would be a 
recurring theme at later elections, one anti-Canning broadside in 
1812 brought up the issue of Canning's having obtained pensions 
for his mother and sister, before referring to Canning as a 'political 
Camelion, who pretended all friendship to Lord Castlereagh, whilst 
he was plotting his destruction'/ 1 References to their famous duel 
were another recurring theme. Canning's own place in 'Old Corrup 
tion' was also repeatedly raised, with 'Manlius', for example, 
accusing him of being 'another sinecure placeman the Receiver 
General of the Alienation Office'. 32 In addition, Canning's position 
and record on a wide variety of issues were attacked: the Orders in 
Council; the Walcheren expedition; peace; Ireland; paper currency; 
parliamentary reform; the Melville affair; and distress in the 
manufacturing districts/ 3 Moreover, the fact that Canning was 
out of office was not felt by his opponents to exempt him from 
the opprobrium allegedly deserved by the ministry by virtue of its 
record. The Mercury referred to him as 'a ministerial renegado' 
before stating that 'of the fragments of the Pitt administration, he 
may be the brightest, but he is as brittle as any of the other false 
jewels of the Cabinet'. 34

In reply to this onslaught, the pro-Canning squibbers chose to 
emphasize certain themes: Canning the man of principle; Canning 
the patriot; Canning the anti-reformer; Canning the man of 
influence on the national stage. For example, being out of office 
was turned into a virtue: 'Mr. Canning has refused the highest 
offices in the State very recently, because their acceptance, under 
present circumstances, appeared to him to involve a compromise of 
those principles on account of which he formerly resigned.' 33 
Canning's patriotic support for the war was constantly stressed 
and contrasted with the attitudes of his opponents:

11 An impartial collection of addresses, songs, squibs, &c. (Isleman, 1812), p. 6. 
" 2 Ibid. p. 10. Jl See e.g. ibid. p. 33. 
>l Liverpool Mercury, 2 Oct. 1812, p. 105. 
"" An impartial collection (1812), p. 7.
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At Liverpool Mr. Canning is, we are happy to say, opposed to Mr. 
Brougham. The Speeches of the former Gentleman in Parliament were 
worthy of a Briton, whilst those of the latter resembled so much diatribes of 
the Moniteur, that one would have supposed that his Speeches were written 
in France, and sent over to him. Can the honest Electors of Liverpool 
hesitate in their choice? If they want their Representative to uphold the 
Rights of Englishmen, they will chuse Mr. Canning. 11 '1

Another writer argued that on the question of war and peace, 'Mr 
Brougham will vote for unmanly Submission. Mr Canning for 
Manly Resistance'.""" And according to the Courier, Brougham and 
Creevey were 'held up in part by an Anglo-American democratic 
party in this town. They will be expected to plead American interests 
against British interests'/ 8 Other writers linked Canning's patriot 
ism to the struggle against reformers:

COME, come, Brother Freemen, let's join hand in hand, 
To prove we are BRITONS, and proud of our Land, 
Whilst Grumblers and Growlers sedition are planning, 
Let us haste to the Hustings, and Plump up for CANNING. 3''

The benefits to be gained from having a national figure like Canning 
for an M.P. were also persistently advanced:

While you were unknown to him, he as a practical Statesman advocated a 
local advantage to you, a Liberal and Unshackled Trade to the East Indies. 
He was the enlightened coadjutor of Pitt and Nelson. He is the illustrious 
friend of the immortal Wellington. He has judgment to penetrate and 
eloquence to enforce our Commercial Interests; and he will be the 
luminous guardian of our Maritime Rights and Liberties.'1"

This image of Canning as a 'practical Statesman' was considered 
central to his appeal. He was praised as 'no theorist, no dealer in 
constitutions, no bold innovator', 61 and he was contrasted with 
'those innovators who, tutored in the Schools of modern French 
Philosophy',62 were attacking the constitution.

That the election of 1812 at Liverpool was, at least in part, a battle 
between competing sets of ideas seems to have been widely accepted. 
This was in marked contrast to elections elsewhere in 1812, which 
were characterized by a relative absence of discussion of the major

111 An impartial collection (1812), p. 11. J ' Ibid. p. 56.
58 Liverpool Courier, 7 Oct. 1812.
39 An impartial collection (1812), p. 31. ''" Ibid. p. 35.
61 Liverpool Courier, 14 Oct. 1812. " An impartial collection (1812), p. 53.
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political issues of the day.63 In his speech at the opening of the poll 
Canning noted that one of the factors that led him to overcome a 
possible reluctance to stand was that 'it might have been represented 
as indicating that there was something in my political principles and 
conduct which shrunk from the test of popular investigation'/14 and 
in his post-victory address he asserted that his success had been 'a 
triumph of principles, not of persons'."3 Canning's most explicit 
statement of this point came in a speech he made at a dinner given 
in his honour by his supporters in Manchester. After again noting 
his initial reluctance, he continued:

But when the invitation was repeated and pressed upon me; and when I 
found that, by the accidental circumstances of the times, Liverpool had 
been, as it were, selected as the arena on which, at the present crisis, the 
battle was to be fought between those principles both of external and 
domestic policy which have made Great Britain what she is, and those 
which it has been the business of my life to oppose, whatever might be my 
individual feelings, I considered it as a duty which I owed to my Country, 
not to withdraw myself from the chance of rendering to it a better service 
than perhaps I might ever again have an opportunity of rendering.6'1

During the poll, the contest over principles often boiled down to a 
dispute over the legacy of Pitt, a subject upon which Brougham 
gave his most famous oration of the campaign. Claiming to 'stand 
up in this contest against the friends and followers of Mr. Pitt', 
Brougham launched into an ironic attack on 'the immortal states 
man now no more. Immortal in the miseries of his devoted 
country!"1 ' Canning rose to the challenge in the speech that he 
made at his chairing: 'To one man, while he lived, I was devoted 
with all my heart and with all my soul. Since the death of Mr. Pitt, 
1 acknowledge no leader. My political allegiance lies buried in his 
grave.' Canning claimed, however, that he would continue to apply 
Pitt's principles, 'principles which, I well know, have alone 
recommended me to your choice this day'.68

"' Commons, ed. Thorne, I, pp. 228 9.
'"' The speeches and public addresses of the Right Honourable George Canning, 

during the late election in Liverpool (Liverpool, 1812), p. 5.
"' An impartial collection (1812), pp. 128-9. See also Speeches and public addresses 

(1812), p. 22; Liverpool Courier, 7 Oct. 1812.
"" Speeches and public addresses (1812), p. 46.
" Brougham speeches, I, pp. 485-6.
"* Speeches and public addresses (1812), p. 27; see also p. 43.
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It would perhaps be somewhat naive to accept Canning's assess 
ment at face value and to put down his success entirely to the 
principles he espoused. Brougham certainly had other ideas. In a 
detailed post-mortem which he sent to Grey, he identified three 
factors in his and Creevey's defeat. First, the greater financial 
resources of their opponents. He claimed that Canning and 
Gascoyne's supporters 'gave twenty and thirty guineas a vote' and 
were prepared to spend up to £50,000 if necessary.64 Second, the 
greater influence of the opposing side. He later expanded on this 
point in a letter to John Alien:

each shipowner, shipbuilder etc has a certain number of the freemen in his 
service, and these men vote as a matter of course with their masters. 
Canning's friends are the shipping interest, ours the American traders and 
country gentlemen. The former have if united with the corporation a larger 
number in their service than the latter, and therefore, being combined 
together in this instance they carried the day . . .'°

And third, Brougham put down the Whigs1 defeat to the fact that 
'starting two [candidates], inflamed and combined our adver 
saries, and made the two parties (Corporation and Tories), with a 
large secession from the Whigs, unite against us'. 71 Initially 
Brougham had felt it right for the Whigs to put up two 
candidates, but in his memoirs he commented that he felt 'entirely 
sacrificed to Roscoe's absurd obstinacy in attempting to carry two 
members'.' 2

Even if we accept, however, Brougham's broadly correct analysis 
of the nature of influence in Liverpool, this does not exclude a 
central role for political principles in the outcome of the 1812 
election. For a start, as we have seen, it appears to have been 
Canning's principles which recommended him to those sections of 
the Liverpool merchant elite who had sufficient influence to return 
him. Moreover, the decision of the Whigs to put up two 
candidates meant that, as the compiler of A correct account of

69 Life and times of Brougham, II, p. 61, Brougham to Grey, 16 Oct. 1812.
70 B.L. Add. MS. 52178, Brougham to Alien, [28 Oct. 1812], quoted in Commons, 

ed. Thorne, II, p. 233. See also Life and times of Brougham, II, pp. 61-2, Brougham 
to Grey, 16 Oct. 1812.

'' Life and times of Brougham, II, p. 62.
72 Liv. R.O., Roscoe MSS. 498-9, Brougham to Roscoe, 21 Oct., 10 Nov. 1812; 

Life and times of Brougham, II, p. 64; see also II, p. 69, Francis Horner to Brougham, 
21 Oct. 1812.



George Canning and Liverpool 89

the poll put it, 'the approaching contest became more a contest of 
principles than of individuals . . . The friends of good order and 
old establishments rallied round the Constitution, and from that 
moment the fate of Mr. Brougham and his compeer [Creevey] was 
irrevocably fixed'.' 3

Evidence from the poll bears this out. Although avowedly 
standing singly, co-operation between Canning and Gascoyne was 
evident from early on in the contest. After the first two tallies it 
appears that Canning's supporters generally split their votes with 
Gascoyne, and Gascoyne's supporters appear generally to have split 
to Canning from the very first tally.' 4 Canning recorded twenty-two 
plumpers on the first day, but never more than eight on any 
subsequent day." As Canning himself explained:

Bfrougham] & Cr[eevey] stand together, I alone. But all Gascoyne's Voters 
vote for me, & the difference between us two arises from my plumpers. I 
might have many more plumpers, it seems: but it is thought right, as G's 
friends behave so handsomely to me to return the civility so far as it is 
consistent with keeping me before him. 76

The attempt by the Whigs to carry the whole representation of 
Liverpool, then, appears to have pushed Canning and Gascoyne 
closer than they might otherwise have been if only a single Whig 
candidate had stood, thereby turning the contest of 1812 into a 
straight fight between parties divided by principles.

There were a number of important organizational repercussions of 
Canning's candidature and victory in 1812. Chiefly, these concerned 
the establishment of a permanent parliamentary office in London 
and the founding of a number of bodies in Liverpool to maintain 
Canning's interest in the constituency: the Backbone Club, the 
Canning Club, and the Canning Cycle.

' 3 A correct account of the poll for the election of members of parliament for the 
borough and corporation of Liverpool (Liverpool, 1812), p. viii. 

7J Ibid. p. ix.
7 ' The poll for the election (1812), p. 62. 
''' B.L. Add. MS. 48220, ff. 96-7, Canning to Boringdon, 8 Oct. 1812.
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The Liverpool parliamentary office" was established in the after 
math of the 1812 election to assist Canning and Gascoyne in the 
time-consuming tasks of applying for patronage, lobbying ministers, 
and forwarding memorials on behalf of their constituents. The 
initiative for the office may have come from Canning himself, 
stimulated by the sheer amount of constituency work and a desire 
on his part to keep at arm's length in his relations with the ministry. 
Canning hoped that the London office would 'put the applications 
to the several publick Offices, on behalf of Liverpool, on such a 
footing that they should be received at those offices as applications 
from the Town (or from the loyal Interest in the Town) rather than 
from the individual members'.' 8 The idea did not meet with 
universal approval. Gascoyne appears to have had misgivings 
which periodically resurfaced/9 Further, in a hangover from the 
divisions of the election, the American Chamber of Commerce in 
Liverpool refused to subscribe to the financial support of the office. 
The corporation, too, was slow to come round to the idea, as it 
already had its own agent in London. Nevertheless, in late 1815 
Gladstone was able to report to Canning "that many who gave a 
systematick opposition to the Office have now become its warmest 
supporters, after tasting its sweets'.  The records that survive from 
the office during Canning's period as M.P. are rather fragmentary, 
but they do give some indication of the variety of concerns with 
which Canning was expected to deal as the representative of a large 
commercial town. 81 Much of the office's activity was related to 
patronage in Liverpool: appointments to lucrative positions in the

' 7 See W. O. Henderson, 'The Liverpool office in London', Ecotwmica, XIII 
(i933)> PP- 473 9, for an account of the formation and operation of the office. 
Henderson, however, does not appear to have used the material in the Canning 
papers at Leeds or in the Glynne-Gladstone papers at Hawarden. What follows here, 
therefore, is an attempt to amplify Henderson's useful account. Unless otherwise 
indicated, the details in the paragraph that follows are taken from Henderson, 
'Liverpool office'. See also Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', I, pp. 534-6; 
Peter Dixon, Canning: politician and statesman (London, 1976), pp. 166-70.

78 Flintshire R.O., Glynne-Gladstone MS. 91, Canning to John Gladstone, 7 Nov. 
1812; Canning to Lord Liverpool, 13 Nov. 1812 [copy].

''' See ibid. Gascoyne to Canning, 11 Nov. 1812 [copy]; Canning MS. 83, John 
Gladstone to Canning, 15 Feb. 1815.

*" Canning MS. 83, John Gladstone to Canning, 27 Dec. 1815. See also Flintshire 
R.O., Glynne-Gladstone MS. 91, Canning to John Gladstone, 25 Nov. 1813.

*' See Liv. R.O., 328 PAR, Liverpool Parliamentary Office Papers. Canning's 
correspondence through the office is at 328 PAR 2/1 99.
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Customs, for example, were much sought after and involved a great 
deal of correspondence. Other topics were related to the commercial 
interests of Liverpool: salt duties; colonial policy; shipping regula 
tions; the bonding of colonial produce; problems relating to trade 
with South America and the East Indies; the Newfoundland fish 
eries; cotton duty; and so on. The London office, although possibly 
founded on Canning's initiative, was not strictly speaking a 
Canningite institution: Gascoyne used it and it survived after 
Canning ceased to be an M.P. The campaign of 1812 did, however, 
lead to the founding of specifically Canningite organizations: the 
Backbone Club, the Canning Club, and the Canning Cycle/ 2

The Backbone Club was founded by John Gladstone and required 
that each member was 'a strenuous supporter of our glorious 
constitution, and a decided enemy to all changes in the State, save 
only such as may be found expedient by the united wisdom of 
Parliament'/ 3 The Canning Club grew out of an initiative of forty- 
four of Canning's supporters, who wrote to James Ackers requesting 
him to 'establish a Society, under the Title of the Canning Club, for 
purposes that may promote the Principles of the late Right 
Honourable William Pitt'. M An indication of the political complex 
ion of the Canning Club can be found in a declaration published in 
1817 in the aftermath of the recent attack on the Prince Regent. In 
opposition to 'Theories the most fanciful and visionary; and 
Doctrines destructive of all social order' and 'the continual efforts 
that are made by designing and revolutionary Characters', it 
eulogized the existing constitution as providing both 'the most 
perfect representation ever yet devised by the Wisdom and Experi 
ence of Man' and the stability necessary for 'the possession of real 
Liberty'." 5

In contrast to the Backbone and Canning Clubs, which were 
reasonably large clubs with subscription memberships, the Canning 
Cycle was a more elite body, with membership restricted, it appears, 
to no more than twenty-four. Of the original members, nineteen

" 2 For Liverpool's political clubs see Barbara Whittingham-Jones, 'Electioneering 
in Lancashire before the secret ballot, II: Liverpool's political clubs, 1812-1830', 
T.H.S.L.C. CXI (1959), pp. 117-38.

" ' Ibid. p. 119.
"'' Liv. R.O., 329 CAN i, Canning Club Minute Book, Joseph Ackers and others 

to James Ackers, 12 Nov. 1812 [copy], pp. 2-4.
Sn Ibid. 17 Feb. 1817, pp. 85-9.
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were merchants, two were brokers, one an attorney, while for two it 
has not been possible to ascribe an occupation with any certainty.86 
It appears that the Canning Cycle, presumably by virtue of the local 
importance of its members, carried more weight than either the 
Backbone or Canning Clubs in matters such as recommendations 
for patronage, and Barbara Whittingham-Jones is probably correct 
to describe the Cycle as 'the executive of the whole Canningite party' 
in Liverpool.*'

In addition, Canning's victory at Liverpool appears to have been 
the stimulus for the formation of the Manchester Pitt Club on 10 
December 1812. Canning and his close friend Charles Rose Ellis are 
the only M.P.s listed as being among the original 199 members, who 
also included some of Canning's prominent Liverpool supporters. 88 
Canning was still listed as a member of the Manchester Pitt Club in 
May i827,xi) which contrasts with his withdrawal from the London 
Pitt Club over the toast 'The Protestant Ascendancy' in iSi/. 9" It 
may be, however, that he simply did not get round to cancelling his 
membership, as the Manchester Pitt Club employed the same toast. 
The Manchester Pitt Club was a model for others in the region, such 
as the Warrington Pitt Club,'" but the fragmentary records of the 
Manchester Club itself92 do not allow a conclusive judgment on 
the role of the Canningites in its formation to be reached, although the 
timing (two months after the election) and the membership list are 
highly suggestive of Canningite involvement. Also worthy of note in

* h Canning MS. 29di, n.d. 1814; Canning MS. 84, John Gladstone and others to 
Canning [copy], i June 1814; Flintshire R.O., Glynne-Gladstone MS. 1197.

"' Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', II, p. 875 n. i. The Cycle's role in 
controlling patronage caused much resentment in Liverpool from those who felt 
themselves excluded from its magic circle. For example, a correspondent to the 
Mercury (3 Feb. 1815, p. 250) referred to the Cycle as 'a sort of Dictatorship of the 
town of Liverpool': Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', I, p. 64.

RS The rules of the Pitt Club, passed at a general meeting of the members, at the Star 
Inn, in Manchester, the wth day of December, 1812 (Manchester, 1812).

89 A list of the members of the Manchester Pitt Club,May4 1827 (Manchester, 1827).
*° On Canning's dispute with the London Pitt Club see A letter from an old 

member of the Pitt Club to the Honorary Secretary of that Society. To which is annexed 
the correspondence between the Managing Committee and Mr. Canning (London, 
1817); Anti-Jacobin Review, LJI, p. 428 (July 1817).

91 New Monthly Magazine, VII, pp. 199 (i Apr. 1817), 525-32 (i July 1817).
92 Manchester Archives, Manchester Pitt Club Records, MS. FF 367 M 56. See 

also Archibald Prentice, Historical sketches and personal recollections of Manchester 
(3rd edn, intro. Donald Read, London, 1970: orig. pub. 1851), pp. 428-32.
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this context is the request in 1813 from 'the People of Manchester' 
for Canning to provide a motto for a medal of Pitt to be struck in 
that city. Canning's initial thought was to suggest Testimonium 
Patriae Conservatae' (adapted from Cicero by substituting 'patriae' 
for 'republicae') but the medal as eventually struck bore the motto 
'Himself an Host' and it is not known whether Canning provided 
this comparison of Pitt and Ajax. 93

Taken together, the London office, the Backbone and Canning 
Clubs, the Canning Cycle, and possibly the Manchester Pitt Club, 
gave Canning a formidable organizational base, and the relative lack 
of difficulty he had in being re-elected in 1816, 1818, and 1820 must 
in part be put down to this. In purely organizational terms, then, the 
campaign and victory of 1812 were highly significant, but it is 
possible to argue that Canning's time as representative for Liverpool 
had an even broader significance, both personally for Canning and 
for early nineteenth-century politics generally.

VI

An interesting point at which to begin when assessing this broader 
significance is with some comments made by Thomas Kaye, a 
Canning supporter and editor of the Courier, in his introduction 
to the collected edition of Canning's speeches at Liverpool, pub 
lished in 1825. Despite their hyperbole, they merit rather lengthy 
quotation:

Mr. Canning is, so far as our recollection serves, the first British senator 
who has valued himself upon maintaining a constant intellectual inter 
course with his constituents, and who has seized every opportunity of 
personally inculcating, with all the vigour of his commanding talents, those 
political opinions which he had invariably advocated, and with such 
splendid success, in the Commons' House of Parliament . . . We cannot 
conceive a more decisive proof of that progress towards the practical 
perfection of our unrivalled institutions, which we love to contemplate, 
than such a connexion subsisting between the representative and those who 
honour him with their choice ... In confirming the political principles of 
his constituents, he confirmed those of the better part of the public at large;

'" B.L. Add. MS. 37297, ff. 203-4, Canning to Wellesley, 24 May 1813. For the 
medal see the photograph in Manchester Archives, Manchester Pitt Club Records, 
MS. FF 367 M 56.
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and in dissipating the sophistries of the demagogues of the day, and 
exposing, by the flashes of his penetrating intellect, the seductive theories 
by which many had been led astray from their veneration for the 
constitution of their ancestors, he furnished weapons to the well-minded 
in this contest of opinions throughout the country . . .'"' '

For Canning's supporters, then, it would appear that his perform 
ances at Liverpool, beyond the mere fact of victory, were significant in 
that they demonstrated, as they saw it, how well the unreformed 
electoral system could work, and, moreover, provided ideological 
weapons for its defence. Canning had used the 1812 election, and 
particularly the subsequent campaigns when his return was more 
assured, to expound his political ideas, not just locally but nationally. 
In a fairly quiet general election, the fight at Liverpool in 1812 was 'a 
contest upon which the eyes of the whole Country were anxiously 
fixed'. 93 Brougham, indeed, was bitter about the success of Canning's 
friends in London in securing favourable coverage in the press there 
of events in Liverpool. 1"1 The Anti-Jacobin Review, for example, had 
stated that 'the triumph of Mr. Canning and General Gascoyne may 
justly be deemed a victory over jacobinism'.9 ' This national interest in 
events at Liverpool allowed Canning to attempt to re-establish a 
national prominence that may have been in danger of evaporating 
after the failures of the negotiations in the earlier part of the year, and 
it allowed him to reiterate his claim to be Pitt's leading disciple. The 
subsequent campaigns reinforced these effects. Moreover, Canning's 
period as M.P. for Liverpool brought him into closer contact with 
sections of society with which he might not otherwise have mixed so 
closely. 9* Robert 'Bobus' Smith wrote to Canning in the aftermath of 
1812 declaring himself pleased with 'your connection with a popu 
lous city and think it I own [sic] a good thing for you in itself as likely 
not only to give you weight but to have useful weight with you." This 
feature of Canning's connection with Liverpool was also picked up by 
the anonymous editor of Brougham's speeches in 1838, who argued 
that Canning's 'political character' was much influenced by 'contact

94 Speeches of the Right Hon. George Canning delivered on public occasions in 
Liverpool, ed. Thomas Kaye (Liverpool, 1825), pp. xiv-xvii.

95 A correct account of the poll, p. x.
96 Liv. R.O., Roscoe MS. 499, Brougham to Roscoe, 10 Nov. 1812.
97 Anti-Jacobin Review, XLV, p. 210 (Oct. 1812).
98 For Canning's relationship with the middle class see Lee, 'Canning and the 

Tories', pp. 161-84.
9>) Canning MS. 64, Smith to Canning, 28 Oct. 1812. Emphasis added.
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with the people into which he was for the first time in his life brought 
at Liverpool'. To this influence he put down Canning's later 'dis 
position to take popular courses'." 1" Allowing for the fact that 
Whiggish writers have tended to overstress the 'liberal' aspects of 
Canning's policies and principles,"" it is nevertheless possible to see 
the campaign of 1812 as an outward turn in Canning's career, and the 
subsequent campaigns as a reaffirmation of that turn, away from 
intrigue at court and in parliament as a route to power towards an 
acknowledgement of the increasing role played by popular opinion in 
acquiring and legitimizing power in British politics. It appears to have 
become clear to Canning that if one wished to preserve the existing 
political system, which he emphatically did, it was no longer enough 
simply to assert its worth. One had to argue it publicly and thereby 
obtain a degree of public consent, for without the legitimizing power 
of consent the system would remain vulnerable to charges of 
unrepresentativeness. The campaigns at Liverpool were part of this 
process in that they brought Canning into direct contact with popular 
elections and sentiment, increasing his awareness of the role of public 
opinion in the political system, and provided him at the same time 
with an arena in which to cultivate and hopefully lead that opinion. 

On a more general level, the campaigns at Liverpool are also highly 
significant in the way they illustrate the re-emergence of labels like 
'Tory' and 'Toryism' in the political vocabulary of early nineteenth- 
century Britain, terms which had largely disappeared after i76o. I()2 It 
has already been noted that after the election Brougham referred to 
Canning's supporters as 'Tories'." 11 Further, in August 1812, he 
referred to 'the Tory party' in Liverpool, and just prior to the election 
he referred to Canning as 'a Tory'. 1 ""4 After the poll, one Whig squibber 
bemoaned the fact that 'all our efforts prov'd too flight,/To keep the 
Tories down' and another referred to the result as 'The Triumph of the 
Tories'. Ito In 1812, nevertheless, such references are relatively rare, 
and their use was confined to the opponents of those so described.

'"" Brougham speeches, I, p. 472.
"" On Canning and 'liberal' Toryism see Lee, 'Canning and the Tories', 

pp. 185 210.
'"' For the original usage of 'Tory' etc. see Robert Willman, 'The origins of 

"Whig" and "Tory" in English political language', Historical Journal, XVII (1974), 
pp. 247-64.

101 Life and times of Brougham, II, pp. 61-2, Brougham to Grey, 16 Oct. 1812.
"" Ibid. pp. 28, 55, Brougham to Grey, 2 Aug., 28 Sept. 1812.
'" 5 An impartial collection (1812), p. 132; Liverpool Mercury, 23 Oct. 1812, p. 135.
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One of the fascinating aspects, however, of the successive campaigns at 
Liverpool is the increasing frequency of the use of words such as 
'Tory', and, moreover, the increasing willingness of people to describe 
themselves as Tories'. There were more references to 'Tories' in 
1816"'" and significantly more in i8i8. 10/ Interestingly, in 1818 
Canning also began to employ the term 'conservative'. In his speech 
at the close of the first day's poll, Canning spoke of a 'popular election' 
as being 'the animating and conservative spirit' of the constitution, 
and in a speech at a dinner to celebrate his return he referred to 
property as 'the conservative principle of society'."18 James Sack has 
claimed that 'possibly the earliest usage of the word [conservative] in a 
starkly political sense occurred in June 1816', and went on to argue 
that 'in Western Europe the annus mirabilis of the word was 1818'. 109 
Canning's use of the term, therefore, reflected wider changes in British 
and, indeed, European politics.

By 1820, for Canning the process of self-ascription was complete. 
At his nomination he said, 'When first I presented myself before 
you, on your summons of 1812, my public principles my prin 
ciples of Toryism, if you will my declared opposition to the wild 
theories of undefined reform were as well known to you all as they 
are at the present day." 10 So, not only was Canning describing 
himself as a Tory in 1820, but effectively he was claiming to have 
been one all along. 1 " Further, the way in which he did it ('my 
principles of Toryism, if you will') hints neatly at the way such labels 
were applied from the outside and accepted only later, and perhaps 
reluctantly, by the people to whom they were pinned. This re- 
emergence of the use of words like 'Tory' and 'Toryism' was not 
confined to Canning and the constituency of Liverpool.

Using the History of parliament volumes which cover 1790 to 1820

'"" See e.g. An impartial collection of addresses, songs, squibs, &c. (Bullock-Smithy, 
1816), pp. 11, 46.

11)7 See e.g. The squib-book (Liverpool, 1818), pp. 18, 24, 27, 44, 48, 56.
"'* The speeches and public addresses of the Right Hon. George Canning, during the 

election in Liverpool (Liverpool, 1818), pp. 6, 38. See also his speech at the Canning 
Club, 23 Aug. 1822: Liverpool speeches, ed. Kaye, p. 343.

"w James J. Sack, From Jacobite to Conservative: reaction and orthodoxy in Britain, 
c. 1760-1832 (Cambridge, 1993), pp. 4-5.

110 The squib-book (Liverpool, 1820), p. 71.
'" As early as 1799 Canning had referred to Pitt's supporters as 'Tories': 

Canning, ed. Bagot, I, p. 148, Canning to Bootle Wilbraham, 7 June 1799. Sack 
incorrectly identifies this as occurring in 1797: Jacobite to Conservative, p. 65.
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as a basis, and restricting ourselves to explicit mentions of Tories' and 
'Toryism', there is prima facie evidence for the re-emergence of words 
like this as political labels in twelve English counties,'' 2 twelve English 
boroughs, 11 ' and two Welsh boroughs."' Bedfordshire, for example, 
saw one candidate at the 1807 election describe the county as 'a field of 
battle for Whig and Tory politics'."" A candidate in Essex defeated in 
1812 subsequently blamed his loss on 'an understanding between the 
friends of the Whig and Tory party'. 1 "1 In Northamptonshire, 
Viscount Althorp, following his victory in 1806, was happy to claim 
'that the old Tory interest of the county is so totally defeated'. Yet by 
1809 he recognized that he was 'so unpopular' that only his connec 
tions enabled him to 'make head against the Tory interest'. 117 In the 
borough of Hereford in 1816, 'Whigs and Tories' were described as 
Violent against each other'." 8 In October 1812, Sir Charles Monck 
wrote to Earl Grey to say that 'many at Newcastle[-upon-Tyne] are 
discontented that there should not be a decided Tory Member for 
Newcastle, fearing that for want of one they shall obtain no favours 
from government'." 9 And in York, Earl Fitzwilliam was informed in 
1807 of the presence of 'a very anxious and violent Tory party'. 1 "" 
Prima facie evidence such as this is not conclusive, but taken together 
with the detailed analysis of 'Toryism' in Liverpool politics under 
taken here, this growing tendency to resort to the usage of words such 
as 'Tory' by both sides of the political divide is an important 
illustration of the process whereby the political structure of early 
nineteenth-century Britain was becoming increasingly polarized into 
two competing parties. l:l

This article has not attempted to offer a blow-by-blow account of

112 Bedfordshire, Cornwall, Devon, Essex, Herefordshire, Lancashire, Lincoln 
shire, Norfolk, Northamptonshire, Northumberland, Surrey, and Yorkshire.

"' Arundel, Barnstaple, Beverley, Bridport, Bristol, Chichester, Exeter, Gloucester, 
Hereford, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Nottingham, and York.

Cardigan Boroughs and Pembroke Boroughs.
Commons, ed. Thorne, II, p. 2. "" Ibid. II, p. 157.
Ibid. II, p. 298. "" Ibid. II, p. 198.
Ibid. II, p. 312. llu Ibid. II, p. 463.
See Frank O'Gorman, 'Party politics in the early nineteenth century (1812- 

32)', E.H.R. CII (1987), pp. 63-84; Austin Mitchell, The Whigs in opposition 
(Oxford, 1967), p. 66; A. Aspinall, 'English party organization in the early nine 
teenth century', E.H.R. XLI (1926), pp. 389-411; Lee, 'Canning and the Tories', 
pp. 90-1. A dissenting view can be found in Peter Fraser, 'Party voting in the House 
of Commons, 1812-1827', E.H.R. XCVIII (1983), pp. 763-84.



98 Stephen M. Lee

the contest of 1812, still less of the later campaigns. That can be 
found elsewhere. 122 What it has done is to draw out the significant 
aspects of Canning's time as the representative for Liverpool, 
significant both for himself and for politics more generally. Canning 
was the first major Tory figure in the early nineteenth century to sit 
for a populous borough, a move which both illustrated and 
contributed to the outward turn upon which he embarked after 
1812. Events at Liverpool in 1812 and thereafter were, thus, not only 
important in the local history of Liverpool but also in the long-term 
development of Canning's political career, and ultimately in the 
history of British party politics in the early decades of the nineteenth 
century.

'"' Most notably in Whittingham-Jones, 'Liverpool polities', pp. 215-309; but see 
also Checkland, The Gladstones, pp. 59-70; Andreas Wirsching, Parlatnent und 
Volka Stimine: Unterhaus und Offentlichkeit im England des friihen 19. Jahrhunderts 
(Gottingen, 1990), pp. 234-42.


