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The Queen Caroline Affair: Politics as Art in the Reign
of George IV*

Thomas W. Laqueur
University of California, Berkeley

Seldom has there been so much commotion over what appears to be so
little as in the Queen Caroline affair, the agitation on behalf of a not-
very-virtuous queen whose still less virtuous husband, George IV, want-
ed desperately to divorce her. During much of 1820 the ‘““queen’s busi-
ness” captivated the nation. “It was the only question I have ever
known,” wrote the radical critic William Hazlitt, “that excited a thor-
ough popular feeling. It struck its roots into the heart of the nation; it
took possession of every house or cottage in the kingdom....” In
obscure Welsh coastal villages, in rural southwest Hampshire, in ham-
lets hundreds of miles from London where the people knew “‘as little of
radicalism as they do of necromancy,” Caroline found fervid support.
Her cause, as William Cobbett said, “let loose for a time every tongue
and pen in England.”!

The uproar was, of course, about more than a royal domestic quar-
rel. King George’s efforts to divorce and degrade the queen he had
hated so long assumed symbolic weight far in excess of its manifest po-
litical or constitutional importance. This article is in part an account of
this infusion of significance, of how a divorce action became a great
radical as well as a women’s cause.

But it is also a study in the function of the trivial. The Queen Caro-
line agitations raise the question of what it is about certain political
systems, considered both institutionally and culturally, that allows them
to mask the serious behind the silly, to sustain level upon level of com-

* This paper began three years ago as a collaborative effort with Craig Cal-
houn of the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. I am grateful to him
for early discussions of the subject and for his comments on later drafts. I also
want to thank members of the Shelby Cullum Davis seminar at Princeton and
my colleagues on the editorial board of Representations at Berkeley as well as
Peter Brown, Joe Butwin, Herrick Chapman, Geoff Grossick, Natalie Davis,
Stephen Greenblatt, R. M. Hartwell, Lynn A. Hunt, Michael Ignatieff, William
Irvine, Tom Metcalf, Sheldon Rothblatt, Irv Scheiner, Randy Starn, Lawrence
Stone, Dorothy Thompson, Judith Walkowitz, and Reginald Zelnik for their
comments and discussion on various versions of this essay.

! William Hazlitt, “Commonplaces’ no. 73 (Nov. 15, 1823), in The Complete
Works, ed. P. Howe (Toronto and London: J. W. Dent, 1934), 20: 136.

[Journal of Modern History 54 (September 1982): 417-466]
© 1982 by the University of Chicago. 0022-2801/82/5403-001301.00
All rights reserved.
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418  Laqueur

plicated innocuous stories, dramatic but ultimately trivial narratives,
which overwhelm potentially more dangerous discourse. Thus, if the
first parts of this essay examine the making of Caroline as a radical
cause, later sections are concerned with how that cause was rendered
harmless by being transformed into melodrama, farce, and romance.

Finally, this article is about silence. William Hazlitt, some three
years after the event, understood exactly what had happened.

It [the Queen’s cause] spread like wildfire over the kingdom; the public mind
was electrical. So it should be on the other occasions; it was only so on this.
An individual may be oppressed, a nation may be trampled upon, mankind
may be threatened with annihilation of their rights, and the threat enforced;
and not a finger is raised, not a heart sinks, not a pulse beats quicker ... a
momentary burst of vain indignation is heard, dies away, and is forgotten.
Truth has no echo, but folly and imposture have a thousand reverberations in
the hollowness of the human heart. At the very time when all England was
mad about the poor Queen, a man named Bruce was sent to Botany Bay for
having spoken to another man who was convicted of sedition; and no notice
was taken.?

How, if not why, “folly and imposture have a thousand reverbera-
tions” is perhaps the central question of this essay.

Caroline of Brunswick seems ludicrously ill suited for the role of rad-
ical heroine. Her arranged marriage in 1795 to the future George IV
was a disaster, a melancholy joke, from the very start. As informed
rumor had it, “the morning that dawned on the consummation [of the
marriage] witnessed its virtual dissolution.” The Princess Charlotte
whose memory was to figure so powerfully in the 1820 agitations ““was
born precisely at the moment prescribed by nature,”” nine months later,
and the royal couple very soon thereafter gave up all pretense of a life
together.3

George nevertheless continued to harass Caroline. With his encour-
agement she was, in 1807, accused—though ultimately found innocent
by the so-called “Delicate Investigation”—of bearing a bastard child.
By 1814, many widely publicized quarrels later, Caroline was finally
persuaded to quit England in return for £35,000 per annum, payable as
long as she stayed away (see figure 1). And, for six years she did. Pre-

2 Ibid.

3 The best of the many modern biographies of Caroline is Thea Holme, Car-
oline (Hamish Hamilton, 1979); Robert Huish’s Memoirs of Caroline, Queen
Consort of England (Vol. 1, 1820; Vol. 2, 1821) is immensely informative and,
though pro-Caroline, generally fair; for the rumor in question see John Wilson
Croker, A Letter From The King (1820), p. 6, a pamphlet which appeared in at
least twenty-eight editions.
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Figure 1.

cise details of her sojourn on the Continent remain obscure, although
the main outlines are all too clear. She early on acquired an Italian
courier named Bergami, promoted him to major domo of her house-
hold, and soon moved with him and his entire family into the Villa
d’Este on Lake Como. Whether ““adulterous intercourse’ actually took
place, as was charged in 1820, will never be known for sure, but every-
one at the time in a position to know or care, from her lawyer’s brother
to Lord Byron, was certain that the pair were lovers; they lived together
as man and wife.*

4 Already in 1813-14 the “woman wronged” motif, assiduously cultivated by
Caroline’s lawyer, Henry Brougham, was good press. The News’s circulation
rose 27 percent in four weeks when it took up the cause under this banner and
the Times’s circulation similarly increased; see A. Aspinall, Politics and the
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420  Laqueur

Had Caroline remained in Italy, history and the radicals could have
happily forgotten her. But she did not. In 1820 when her husband be-
came king she prepared to return to England to assume her duties as
queen consort. Negotiations to keep her away foundered on the issue
of the liturgy. She demanded inclusion by name in the Anglican prayers
for the royal family; George, willing to introduce her to European
courts, was adamant in refusing to introduce her to God. Furious at
the insult, she came home and he made good his threat of seeking a
divorce. Against the advice of his ministers he demanded that a *“Bill
of Pains and Penalties’ be brought in the House of Lords which would
condemn the behavior of the queen, deprive her of her station, and
grant him his freedom. (George notoriously lacked the ‘“‘clean hands”
to proceed in Ecclesiastical Court.) The debate on this bill constituted
the ““Trial of Queen Caroline,” which was the centerpiece for the agita-
tions in her name, and its withdrawal, after passing narrowly, consti-
tuted her acquittal.’

The queen’s subsequent career in England was short and increasingly
sad. After a triumphal Thanksgiving procession to St. Paul’s in late
November and a spate of marches in early January she was increasing-
ly alone. The Whigs in the House of Commons gave up her cause after
a series of defeats between January 26 and February 26, 1821; in July
the crowd hissed her as she tried to make her way into George’s coro-
nation, her way blocked by twenty enormous prizefighters dressed as
royal pages. It was not until August 1821, when she died of a bowel

Press 1780-1850 (Home and Van Thal, 1949), p. 307; James Brougham/Henry
Brougham, March 11, 1819, in A. Aspinall, The Letters of King George 1V,
1812-1830 (Cambridge University Press, 1938), p. 281; and Letters and Journals
of George, Lord Byron, ed. L. A. Marchand (Harvard University Press, 1976)
5. 155. Both James Brougham and Byron were generally sympathetic to Caroline
and were thus not writing out of the malice which informed most commentaries
on the queen’s morals.

* For an account of the negotiations sympathetic to Brougham see Chester
New, The Life of Henry Brougham to 1820 (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1961),
pp. 228-247; for one which views him as acting duplicitously in his own interest
see A. Aspinall, Lord Brougham and the Whig Party (Manchester University
Press, 1939), pp. 103-113; the definitive account from the Ministry’s perspec-
tive is J. E. Cookson, Lord Liverpool’s Administration: The Crucial Years, 1815-
1832 (Edinburgh: Scottish University Press, 1975), pp. 200-228. While the
ministry’s disagreements with the king were not generally known, the main
documents of the negotiation were embarrassingly public; see, for example,
Cobbett’s Political Register for June 10, June 17, and June 24, 1820; for the
text of the Bill see Journals of the House of Lords, July 5, 1820, 53: 253; for the
parliamentary history of the proceedings see Cookson, ibid., pp. 228-300.
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The Queen Caroline Affair 421

obstruction, that the people rallied to her again. Then, two men were
shot dead in the riots which successfully forced her funeral cortege
through the City against the government’s wishes. A plaque reading
“Caroline of Brunswick, Injured Queen of England” was mysteriously
ripped from her coffin during the night as it lay awaiting the morning
tide at Harwich and she departed England unmarked.®

Silly as this story might seem, the Caroline agitations were, as I.
Prothero has recently argued, a central event in the history of popular
politics. The queen gave the London radicals a cause which allowed
them back on the streets with a dazzling display of pro-queen, anti-
king political theater. She provided a shield behind which to defy and
confront authority in relative safety; at the height of post-Napoleonic
repression, censorship was helpless against so massive a mobilization,
one which, in any case, asked only that the rights of the king’s consort
be recognized. Moreover, Prothero suggests that the campaign for the
queen’s rights showed the limitations of the radical movement in the
1820s. Its success depended, he argues, on the support of the political
class so that when the Whigs in the House of Commons dropped the
queen, the radicals were powerless to revive her cause: their theater
could be played only on a stage erected by others.’

All of this is true. Nevertheless, when Prothero suggests that the
Caroline agitations were largely the production of a politically and
theatrically skilled metropolitan leadership, he recognizes only part of

¢ See Austin Mitchell, The Whigs in Opposition 1815-1830 (Oxford: The
Clarendon Press), pp. 156-57; see Huish, Memoirs 2: 725-817, for a detailed
account of her funeral, the riot, and her departure from England. The map in
I. Prothero’s excellent account of the Caroline agitations, in Artisans and Poli-
tics in Early Nineteenth Century London (Dawson, 1979), pp. 134-35 makes
Huish’s account more comprehensible. See also Anon., Funeral of Queen Caro-
line (Penzance: J. Thomas, 1821); “An Account of the Funeral Procession of
her Late Majesty . . .”” (Newcastle on Tyne: Marshall, 1821); and Joseph Night-
ingale, The Last Days of Queen Caroline (1822).

" Prothero, pp. 132-159. His is the most perceptive modern account of the
agitations. E. P. Thompson dismissed them in less than one page as but the
occasion for “Hone and Cruickshank to produce some of their most glorious
lampoons,” but more recently has supported Prothero’s revisionist position.
See The Making of the English Working Class (1963; New York: Vintage ed.,
1966), pp. 708-09 and New Society, May 3, 1979, pp. 275-277. The most useful
general account is in Elie Halevy, The Liberal Awakening 1815-1830 (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1966) pp. 80-106, although his argument that the popu-
lar movement on Caroline’s behalf was simply a byproduct of high politics, of
Whig-Tory parliamentary skirmishes, is no longer supportable. In fact, popular
support for the queen antedated Whig commitment to her cause by months;
the politicians followed the people. See Mitchell, pp. 142-146.
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422  Laqueur

their significance. Caroline stirred men and women not only in the City
and Westminster but out in the countryside, in Nettlebed and Three
Mile Cross. She tapped deep cultural reserves of popular theater and
collective action. Thus the problem remains: how did Caroline’s cause,
as espoused by men like William Cobbett, Thomas Wooler, or Mathew
Wood in London, come to be the cause of the nation? And, how did
the radical significance of the agitations in the end succumb, as they
did, to those conservative elements of romantic farce with which they
had been in tension from the beginning?

I. THE RabpicaL CAROLINE

To contemporaries it was not clear that the agitations would end with-
out catastrophe. Again and again, from all sides of the political spec-
trum came expressions of fear and uncertainty. Castlereagh as early as
February 1820 wrote that the Ministry was desperate to avoid ‘‘volun-
teering, on the part of the King, the scandal and the dangers of a pub-
lic trial in these factious times.” “One cannot calculate on anything
less than subversion of all government and authority, if this goes on;
and how it is to end, no one can foresee,” a colleague told the Duke of
Buckingham. Numerous radical papers ‘“‘now circulating most exten-

sively . . . are dangerous beyond anything I can describe,” he con-
tinued. Even in country neighborhoods, ‘‘the public mind is in-
flamed. . . .”” Lord Colchester got a note from one of his informants

that the procedures to dispose of a queen might well lead to distur-
bances “to which I cannot foresee the termination.”®

Back and forth went the expressions of anguish and concern. Lady
Jerningham confessed to her diary, “This country is I fear nearer disas-
ter than it has been since the days of Charles I ... I am not usually a
Croaker and I hope I am now mistaken, but the spirit of the present
time is most alarming.” Or from members of Canning’s circle: “I won’t
venture on any predictions, but the alarm is general, lest the mob
should overpower the Civil force and the troops refuse to act against
the mob—and what can then be done. .. .” Lord Tierney, one of the
Whig chieftains, thought ‘“‘everything was worse and worse out of
doors.” His ally William Lamb, the future Lord Melbourne, wrote
Wilberforce “that there appears to be a great danger of serious popular
tumult and insurrection.” Wellington’s brother, Wellesley-Pole, was

8 Correspondence, Dispatches and Other Papers of Viscount Castlereagh, ed.
Charles W. Vane (1853; 3rd ser.), 4: 210; W. H. Fremantle/Buckingham, Aug.
30, 1820 in Buckingham, Memoirs, 1: 68; The Diary and Correspondence of
Charles Abbot, Lord Colchester (3 vols., 1861; H. Legge/Colchester, July 10,
1820), 3: 246.
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The Queen Caroline Affair 423

near despair: “Everything was very bad. . .. Insolence and insubordi-
nation out of doors, weakness and wickedness within.””®

This sense of gloom was heightened by a realization that the power
of the judicial process worked not only to repress sedition but also to
give it voice and to display plainly the weakness of authority. Queen
Caroline’s case came at the end of a long series of political prosecu-
tions. And, as a radical paper ominously noted, not since 1688, when
the trial of the seven bishops produced a revolution, had the country
been so riveted by what happened in the courts of law.!°

From the beginning of 1820, scarcely a week went by without the
report of another legal drama. The trial of Orator Hunt for his role in
the reform meeting which led to the Peterloo massacre filled entire
issues of the provincial and metropolitan press, as did the trials of the
Cato Street conspirators. Moreover, though the authorities haa outwit-
ted these would-be revolutionaries and foiled their plans to blow up the
Cabinet, their executions could have brought England’s rulers little
comfort.

The audience to the hangings began to gather at four in the morn-
ing; thousands paid from 2s. 6d. to 3 guineas to view the scene from
rooftops and balconies; the crowds on the ground were “incalculably
large.”” Banners, should they be needed, had been prepared by the au-
thorities saying ‘“The Riot Act has been read.” Arthur Thistlewood
mounted the scaffold and told the crowd that he hoped the world
would consider him a man sincere in his endeavors. Tidd ran up the
ladder and met the cheers of the crowd with cheers of his own and
bows to the far corners of the square. James Ing, wearing an old
butcher’s coat so that the executioner would not get his good clothes,
was met with huzzas. He responded by singing ‘“Give me Liberty or
Give me Death” and bowing to the cheers of the crowd. Brunt used
the presence of soldiers to preach against the military government
which he said ran the country. Throughout the grisly drama the crowd
shouted “murder” at the executioner and “God bless” to the prisoners.
When the severed heads of the hanged men were held up, tens of thou-
sands booed and hissed. In short, the theater of judicial terror had
completely broken down. Though the state had claimed its victims, its

® The Jerningham Letters (1780-1843), ed. Egerton Castle (1896), 2: 168;
George Canning and his Friends, ed. Josceline Bagot (1909), 2: 98; Lord Tierney
quoted in Edmund Phipps, ed., Memoirs of the Political and Literary Life of
Robert Plumer Ward (1820), 2: 61; The Correspondence of William Wilberforce,
ed. by Robert, Isaac, and Samuel Wilberforce (1840), 2: 435; Wellesley-Pole’s
remarks are in Ward, 2: 71.

19 The Champion, March 19, 1820, no. 376, p. 178.
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424  Laqueur

power had been mocked and its claims to legitimacy ridiculed.!' Caro-
line provided the occasion for yet more sustained mockery and ridicule
of constituted authority.

George 1V’s proclamation as king in January was greeted with cries
of “Queen, Queen, Long Live the Queen” in a number of cities. He
was booed even at Ascot, while Alderman Wood, the queen’s great
supporter, was pulled triumphantly through the streets of the metropo-
lis to a chorus of “Long Live the Queen.” Slogans like “The Queen
Forever, the King in the River” were chalked on London’s walls.!?

There were scores of accounts circulated in the public press and by
Home Office spies of small rebellions in the queen’s name. How many
times must this conversation, overheard by a Home Office informant
on Cleve Hill near Cheltenham, have been repeated in the fields and
towns of England? “God bless the queen,” said one man. “God damn
the king,” said a second. “Amen,” said a third. Such outbursts ap-
peared all the more dangerous in the military whose loyalty was con-
sidered crucial. A soldier in the Third Regiment Foot was charged with
sedition when he accosted his sergeant with “the queen forever” and
violent epithets against the king. He got off with a 5s. fine, claiming
drunkenness. Another soldier arrested for drunkenness in Birmingham
called to the crowd of 300 who had come to rescue him that his only
offense had been drinking to the health of the queen.!?

During the summer and fall of 1820 there were almost daily confron-
tations between the mob and Caroline’s aristocratic opponents, small
rituals through which the people asserted their claims against the em-
bodiments of authority. The Marquis of Anglesea was regularly beset
by the crowds, booed and taunted with jokes about his own divorce
and cries of “Queen, Queen.” Castlereagh and Sidmouth had trouble
keeping the windows of their mansions intact. A large crowd in Ayles-
bury stopped the Duke of Buckingham’s carriage, pulled his postboys"
off their horses, threw sheep’s heads at the chariot, and only then al-
lowed the duke a narrow escape to his seat at Stow. The Earl of

'''T have taken the account of the execution from The Times (May 2, 1820)
and the Manchester Observer (May 6, 1820); there is little variation between
these and other metropolitan or provincial reports.

2 See, for example, the report from Huddersfield, Leeds Mercury, Feb. 12,
p. 3; Liverpool Mercury, Feb. 11, 1820, p. 259, citing Cobbett’s Evening Post;
Princess de Lievan, The Private Letters to Prince Metternich, ed. Peter Quinnell
(John Murray, 1948), p. 77.

3 HO 40/14, Wood/Hobhouse, Aug. 4, 1820; Courier, Oct. 7, p. 3; HO
40/14, Spry/Hobhouse, Aug. 25, 1820.
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The Queen Caroline Affair 425

Bridgewater was pelted with sheep’s entrails on his way through Wat-
ford.™

Lesser magistrates suffered similar abuse or worse. One in Somerset
who opposed the queen had his ricks and barn burnt; another in
Loughborough found himself stoned by day and his house attacked at
night. The mob broke the windows of the Mayor of Canterbury when
he refused them permission to burn effigies of the queen’s enemies.
They apparently tried to force the doors of his house and were partial-
ly dispersed only when the Riot Act was read and a troop of dragoons
appeared on the scene. In Lincoln the local magisterial villain was pa-
raded through the town in effigy and then burnt.!”

Caroline also inspired what appeared to be a concerted attack on the
Church of England. In fact, Lord Holland believed that not since the
Puritan revolution had the people been so dangerously alienated from
the Anglican establishment. At the very least, as Wilberforce argued,
the omission of the queen’s name from the liturgy was a ‘““most unhap-
py circumstance” which each Sunday tended to bring the ecclesiastical
establishment into discredit. Moreover, the dissenters, who generally
continued to pray for the queen, gained amongst the religious middle
classes because of the Anglicans’ refusal to do so.!¢

Whether the Church was genuinely hurt by its stand on Caroline is
questionable, but there is no doubt that scores of anticlerical attacks
were mounted in her name. They ranged from hanging a thirty-foot ef-
figy of a bishop by his heels from a Thames boat mast, to stoning the
Bishop of Llandaff, to breaking a country vicarage’s windows. Al-
though the Church’s increasingly strong identification with Tory op-

14 Even the king’s mistresses suffered, though strangely the Lady Hertford’s
windows were smashed to pieces while the Lady Conygham’s survived (The
Greville Memoirs, ed. Lytton Strachey and Roger Fulford [Macmillan, 1938}, 1:
96); for Anglesey, see Courier, Aug. 24, p. 4; for Wellington see The Journal of
Mrs. Arbuthnot, ed. Francis Bamford (Macmillan, 1950), p. 36; New Times,
Nov. 8, 1820, p. 3; Lievan, Letters, p. 69; for Castlereagh and Sidmouth see
New Times, Nov. 9, 1820, p. 3, and George Pellew, ed. The Life and Correspon-
dence of First Viscount Sidmouth (1847) 3: 330-31; Cobbett’s Political Register,
Nov. 18, 1820, cols. 1250, 1235-37, and the London Chronicle, Nov. 15, 1820, p.
3, and Nov. 18, p. 3.

!5 For Wincanton, Somerset, see HO 40/15 [illegible]/Sidmouth, December
4, 1820, pp. 232-34; for Loughborough see HO 40/15 Hardy/Sidmouth, Nov.
21, 1820; for Lincoln, see Stamford News, Nov. 24, 1820, p. 2. The Norwich
magistracy received threatening anonymous letters over their refusal to counte-
nance an illumination; see HO 40/15, Nov. 21, 1820, pp. 179-280.

16 Henry Richard Vassall, 3rd Lord Holland, Further Memoirs of the Whig
Party, 1807-1821, ed. Lord Stavordale (Dutton, 1905) p. 288; The Life of
William Wilberforce (5 vols; 1838), 5: 85-86.
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426  Laqueur

pression lay behind much of this hostility against the clergy, a local
vicar’s immediate offense was most likely to be his refusal to allow a
peal of bells in honor of Caroline. The story of the Reverend Charles
Jarvis of Cheltenham is typical. He declined late in the night of Sep-
tember 14 to allow “‘his” church’s bells to be rung to welcome Thomas
Denman, the queen’s Solicitor General, who had come to the spa hop-
ing to recuperate from jaundice and the fatigue of the trial. Instead,
poor Denman found himself at a political rally initiated by townspeo-
ple who met him a mile out of town, removed the horses from his
coach, and pulled him into the city. The crowd broke open the belfry,
the key having been denied them, rang the bells, and then proceeded
over the next three hours to break every window in the Reverend Jar-
vis’s house. The near riot was dispersed only after Denman went
among the people asking them to go home.!”

Some clergymen were less lucky. In Chatteris, Cambridgeshire, the
crowd similarly broke open the belfry after the vicar had refused to
give them the keys, but then proceeded in charivari fashion with drums
and horns to his house where they played music, groaned, and hissed
until four in the morning. With no authorities coming to dispel them,
they broke all his windows and remained to jeer as he rode off for help
at dawn. Likewise in Devizes, Bath, and Newberry, Seaton, Farring-
don, Berkshire, Kingston-upon-Thames, and Flixton, Lancashire, cler-
gymen who refused to show some sign of honor for the queen found
their windows, gates, or belfries smashed, their pews abandoned, or
their churches draped in her colors. In such small ways common people
in scores of places vented their anger, under Caroline’s banner, against
an overweening clergy.®

17 H. Maxwell, ed. The Creevy Papers (Dutton, 1905) 1: 341; London Examiner,
Nov. 19, 1820, p. 749; and Political Register, Nov. 18, 1820, col. 1238ff,;
Memoirs of Thomas, first Lord Denman, ed. Joseph Arnould (1873), 1: 129-130,
and HO 40/14 Jervis/Hobhouse, Sept. 16, 1820.

'8 For Chatteris, Stamford News, Nov. 17, 1820, p. 3; for Devizes, HO
40/15, Salmon/Hobhouse; for Bath, New Times, Nov. 21; for Newberry, see
Liverpool Mercury, Dec. 29, 1820, p. 210; for Farringdon, London Chronicle,
Nov. 17, 1820, p. 3, and Cobbett’s Political Register, Nov. 18, 1820, p. 1227;
for Kingston, Times, Nov. 22, 1820, p. 3; for Seaton, Stamford News, Nov. 17,
1820, p. 3; for Flixton, Manchester Observer, Dec. 20, 1820, p. 1265; see London
Examiner, Dec. 17, 1820, pp. 787-89 for condemnation of the clergy in their
role in the agitations. Action against the clergy was, however, clearly con-
strained by custom. The rector of East Barnett tells a remarkable story. Bands
of twenty men, he says, went around the principal houses of the town asking
for beer money to celebrate the queen’s acquittal. Refused at the manor house,
they swore to “mark it for tomorrow” and then broke the bell at the gate. At
the vicarage they made similar demands but when told by a servant that there
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The Queen Caroline Affair 427

These kinds of protest were, of course, not new and might have ap-
peared in all their eighteenth-century innocuousness had they not been
embedded in a massive political network which extended far beyond
the old borders of radicalism. For, from a conservative perspective, it
was the power of public opinion and the entry of new groups into the
political arena which constituted the real threat in the ‘“queen’s busi-
ness.” It was, as the future Lord Melbourne rightly noted, the self-
consciousness of the people in feeling their power that was truly dan-
gerous about the situation and it was precisely this consciousness of
engaging in political action which was loudly proclaimed.!

The breadth of Caroline’s support was widely acknowledged. Creevy,
admittedly a partisan, thought that the entire ‘““middle orders” were
against the Bill of Pains and Penalties. The Princess Lievan, writing to
Metternich, could only explain the fact that the ‘‘solid middle class
who have made England” thought the queen innocent by adducing the
support she had received from the venerated George 1II. An informant
in Hull wrote the Home Office that he knew little of what the lower
orders felt regarding Caroline but that he was shocked to hear the re-
spectable part of the inhabitants speak ill of the king and his ministers:
“nine tenths of the people of this town are Enemies of his Majesty.”
“The people all favour the Queen, including the respectable middle
ranks,” thought Lady Palmerston.?

More important, it was clear that the queen’s cause, identified by
both its enemies and proponents as part of the radical movement, had
taken deep root in articulate artisanal circles all over England. The
cause of the Peterloo “‘insurgents’ and the Cato Street conspirators—
“to overturn altar and throne”—appeared ensconced not only in the
metropolis but in every village. In London the braziers and leather-
workers and butchers and glassworkers and paperhangers and indeed
almost every organized craft sent addresses, presented gifts, and marched
on Caroline’s behalf. In the provinces, the lacemakers of Loughborough
made what was described as a “‘splendid dress’ for the queen at the
joint expense of masters and men; women straw plait weavers of the
midlands gave her a specially made bonnet; the rug weavers of Kidder-

was a sick lady in the house and asked to not make a disturbance they went
quietly away (Gamow/Hobhouse 110 40/15, the Monday after Caroline’s ac-
quittal).

1 (Lamb/Wilberforce, Aug. 2, 1820) in Wilberforce, Correspondence, 2:
434-435.

20 The Creevy Papers, Sept. 6, p. 316; Lievan, Letters, Aug. 27, p. 66; R.
H./Sidmouth, Sept. 20, 1820, 110 40/14, pp. 297-98; Lady Palmerston, Letters,
p- 41, ed. Tresham Lever (John Murray, 1957), p. 41.
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